Mambo Ya Zamani? Current Reasons Behind Sacred Forests' Conservation in North Pare, Tanzania by Alvarez, Agustina Soledad
MAMBO YA ZAMANI1? CURRENT REASONS BEHIND 
SACRED FORESTS’ CONSERVATION IN 
 NORTH PARE, TANZANIA 
 
AGUSTINA SOLEDAD ALVAREZ 
s1730541 
MA African Studies 
2015/2016 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Kiswahili for: Things of the Past 
2	  
	  
Cover photo2:   Agustina S. Alvarez 
 
Author’s address:  Agustina S. Alvarez  
  Valeriusstraat 232 
2324 XL, Leiden  
The Netherlands 
agustina_alvarez@gmx.at  
 
Supervised by: Prof. Dr. Han van Dijk 
African Studies Centre Leiden 
Pieter de la Courtgebouw/Faculty of Social Sciences 
University of Leiden, NL 
  
 
  Dr. Angela Kronenburg-	  Garcìa 
 
  African Studies Centre Leiden  
  Pieter de la Courtgebouw/Faculty of Social Sciences 
  University of Leiden, NL 
 
Reviewed by:  Dr. Adalbertus Kamanzi 
 
Institute of Rural Development Planning (IRDP) 
Dodoma, TZ 
    
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Wasuya Mshitu. View from the side of the road.	  	  
3	  
	  
Table of Contents 
Abstract 5 
Acknowledgements 6  
Abbreviations 8 
1. Introduction 
1.1 Background and Relevance of the Study 9 
 1.2 Statement of Purpose and Research Question(s): On ‘Traditional’ in Sacred Forests 11 
 1.3 Sacred Forests in North Pare Mountains: Study Case 14 
  1.3.1 Field Work Site 14 
  1.3.2 Forest Categorization and Utilization 15  
2. Methodology 
 2.1 Primary Data 17  
  2.1.1 Informal Conversations 17 
  2.1.2 In-depth/Semi-structured Interviews 18 
  2.1.3 Respondent Characteristics 18 
  2.1.4 Participant Observation 19 
 2.2 Positionality 19 
  2.2.1 Gender 19 
  2.2.2 Language 20 
 2.3 Limitations  21 
2.4 Secondary Data 21  
2.5 Data analysis 21 
3. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
 3.1 Worldviews Help Ecological Preservation Unconsciously… 22 
 3.2 … And Consciously 24 
3.3 Hybridity as Keyword to Understand Sacred Forests’ Conservation 25 
4. Sacred Forests in Historical Depth 
 4.1 The Wasuya and Sacred Forests: Political and Cultural Control and Unity 27 
 4.2 Colonial Powers, Alternative Faiths and Sacred Forests: Destabilizing the Socio- 
Ecological Relationship 29 
 4.3 Socialist Policies, (Legal) Demise of Sacred Forests and Recent Developments 32 
5. Results of Socio-Cultural Investigation: Reasons Behind Contemporary Conservation 
and Management Practices of Sacred Forests 
 5.1 Local Views and Perceptions of Sacred Forests: Why Are They Conserved?  34 
  5.1.1 Mila na Desturi 34 
4	  
	  
  5.1.2 Identity and Property 37 
  5.1.3 Respect and Fear  38 
  5.1.4 Rain 39 
5.2 Christianity and Islam & Modern Education: New Philosophical and Scientific Ways of 
Thinking in Fusion with Pare Mila na Desturi 42  
 5.2.1 Worshipping other Gods and Mshitu Teachings 42 
 5.2.2 Mass for the Dead and Mizimu in the Mbungi 44 
5.3 On Mila na Desturi and Tenure/Management of Sacred Forests 47 
5.3.1 Ownership 47 
5.3.2 Relationship State-Community 47 
5.3.3 Local Punishment System and Self-Defense of Sacred Forests 47 
5.3.4 Just Let the Forest Be 49  
5.3.5 Younger Generations and Their Lack of Interest on Sacred Forests: Local 
Concerns 49  
6. Afterthought and Conclusions  52 
References  55 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
5	  
	  
ABSTRACT 
 
This study focuses on sacred forests in the North Pare Mountains, Tanzania, and questions the reasons 
behind their current conservation. In spite of not being gazetted by the State, studies show that sacred 
forests in North Pare have a wider variety of endemic flora and fauna and are better preserved than 
national forests reserves. Although they are small in size, sacred forests are thus important globally. 
Some scholars suggest that the reason of such high biodiversity is the local culture and religion, or 
traditional conservation methods, which are decelerating the process of diminishing of these small 
forest patches. However, these aspects are not studied in depth.	  This thesis seeks to investigate these 
‘traditions’. Sacred forests are in fact being considered a new type of (modern) conservation model. 
They are considered ideal also because of local caretakers, who enable to organize conservation with 
low economic expenditures. I argue, however, that the environmental ethics of people in North Pare 
emerge from a fusion of local Pare worldviews and modern discourses of Christianity, Islam and 
formal education. Therefore the assumed traditional/modern dichotomy that the new conservation 
agenda wants to reconcile does not reflect the reality on the ground and, by misunderstanding these 
dynamics, policies are likely to fail. The findings of this research also clarify that sacred forests and 
people constitute each other. The forests, in other words, symbolize a group of people. So, new ways 
of linking the community and the forests can complement recent conservation efforts, which typically 
neglect environmental values and moral meanings that are at stake in environmental practices and are 
fundamental for long-term positive results.    
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ABBREVIATIONS 
EAM = Eastern Arc Mountains  
MNRT = Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism (Tanzania) 
REDD+ = Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 
TEK = Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
 
SWAHILI/KIPARE TERMS 
Babu = grandfather(s) 
Mzee = elder 
Wazee = elders 
Mbungi= one type of sacred forest in North Pare – ancestors-cult 
Mizimu = (ancestors’) spirits 
Mila na Desturi = Customs and Traditions 
Mperi = women’s initiation rite 
Mshitu (Kipare) = second type of sacred forest in North Pare – initiation rite  
  = synonym of male initiation rite  
Upare = North Pare area  
Wapare = Pare people 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background and Relevance of the Study 
 
This study is about sacred forests in the North Pare Mountains of Tanzania which, given their status as 
hotspots of biodiversity, are increasingly being at the focus of conservation programs. Sacred forests 
are not mentioned in national laws or district-council by-laws and, instead of being managed by 
professional foresters and officials, their management relies on local communities and institutions. The 
land tenure system in the North Pare Mountains is in fact customary and clans own the land. As a 
consequence, there is no written documentation about the management of these natural resources. 
Many studies show that sacred forests in North Pare are better preserved and have higher level of 
biodiversity and a more unique vegetation than forests gazetted by the state (Mwihomeke et al. 1998, 
Kajembe et al. 2003,Ylhaisi 2004, Sheridan 2009). This is interesting because	  in general, conventional 
conservationists assume that local communities are potential threats to natural resources and an active 
debate is going on concerning the ability of local communities to maintain their environment. The 
United Nations Collaborative Program on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation in Developing Countries (REDD), for example, was launched in 2008 because 
‘traditional approaches to halting tropical forest loss have typically been unsuccessful, as can be seen 
from the fact that deforestation and forest degradation continue unabated’ (see REDD desk website)3. 
Sacred forests in North Pare show how ambiguous and contradictory this statement is.  
According to the bibliographical study, research on sacred forests in Tanzania has been rare 
but a few scholars have dedicated extensive works on the conservation of these natural resources. The 
linkages between biodiversity and cosmology or worldviews are partly acknowledged (Sheridan 2009), 
yet they remain unexplored. Gadgil et al. (1993) highlight how worldviews that consider nature to be 
organic and morally responsive are essential components of so-called traditional ecological knowledge 
(TEK) and practices. Since all life – spirits, humans, animals etc.– comes from God, every being must 
be respected as carrier of the same divine energy. The authors also argue that a worldview that 
provides appropriate environmental ethics is responsible for ecologically sustainable outcomes. More 
recently, de Groot et al. (2011) have pointed out that in order to avoid failing policies, the meanings in 
which people’s lives are embedded and in which environmental values can exist must be understood 
and articulated. Mary Evelyn Tucker (see Interview) discussed in an interview that worldviews have 
always oriented humans towards one another and towards nature and the cosmos. Local communities 
have been widely associated with such principles and cosmologies, but modernity4, with its conception 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 http://theredddesk.org/what-redd  
 
4 Modernity as defined, for example, by Francis Bacon (1561-1626) refers to the practices that entail a dissection 
of nature and the exploitation of it. It is thus understood as a mechanistic worldview antithetic to a holistic 
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of nature as inert, malleable and exploitable, has drastically altered the way in which humans relate to 
nature, leading to the environmental degradation we all face nowadays.   
Given this background, I set out to investigate the reasons behind contemporary sacred forests’ 
conservation from an ecosophical perspective. The notion of ecosophy as worldview, moving away 
from the scientific pretentions of ecology, intimates understanding not abstract results. This dimension 
of practicality calls for a dimension of ethos, which is the distinguishing character or guiding belief of 
a person, group or institution that pushes for (environmental) practice (Kamanzi 2014: 12). North 
Pare’s sacred forests’ exceptionality, in the sense of their continued conservation despite all the socio-
political, economic, environmental and ideological-religious changes brought by British and German 
colonization first, and a socialist regime later, gives such an investigation an interesting twist and 
make this a compelling case to study. Deforestation rates in Tanzania are quite high; between 1990 
and 2005 an estimated 412,000 ha per annum were cleared, equivalent to about 1.1% of the total forest 
area (Blomley and Iddi, 2009). The common narrative on deforestation blames low-income peasants 
for destroying the forests (Barraclough and Ghimire 1995). The REDD+ website explains that the 
main direct causes of deforestation in Tanzania are clearing for agriculture, overgrazing, wildfires, 
charcoal making, persistent reliance on wood fuel for energy, over-exploitation of wood resources and 
lack of land use planning (Blomley et. al., 2008; Blomley and Iddi 2009). Ylhäisi (2004, 2006) 
suggests the assistance of the international community to make people in North Pare realize the 
uniqueness of the environment in which they live in and calls for educational support from the central 
government, assuming the local communities’ lost values. But this approach misses the socio-
economic dynamics behind these processes, neglecting that the principal impetus to deforestation 
comes from world markets and public policies (Barraclough and Ghimire 1995: 84, 95). On the other 
hand, it does not take into consideration the deeper moral meanings that enable individuals to live out 
their ideas in environmental practices (de Groot et al. 2011). While it is true that young people are 
losing interest in sacred forests, as increasing globalization brings technology and new ideals 
(Mwihomeke et al. 1998: 280), and that recent narratives of forests’ caretakers abandoning 
stewardship as a result of religious conversion call into question the continued conservation of forests 
(Ylhäisi 2004), sacred forests in North Pare are still an integral part of the landscape. I move away 
from a conception that regard ‘traditional’ communities’ forest management as intact since pre-
colonial times and at the same time guilty of lost values that harm nature, to a more ethical approach 
that seeks to investigate the often cited, but not in-depth studied, ‘culture and traditions’ that guide 
sacred forests’ conservation in North Pare. By doing so, the gap between the current mission statement 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
visualization of reality that acknowledges the interconnectedness of all elements of the universe. For more 
information see: Jung, H. Y. (1991): Francis Bacon’s Philosophy of  Nature: A Post-Modern Critique. Paper 
presented at the XII World Conference of World Future Studies Fderation. Barcelona. 17-21 September & Smith, 
A. (1976): An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Oxford: Clarendon Press.   
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on sacred forests (perpetuated by environmental institutional businesses as successful conservation 
models) and the environmental ethics of the people in North Pare (de Groot et al. 2011) can be 
recognized. If the latter are poorly understood, policies are most likely to fail.	  As Sheridan (2009: 90) 
highlights, sacredness is usually unquestionable, secret and not democratic. Thus, it does not fit well 
with the transparency and accountability that most conservation bureaucracies require.   
This study will show how social changes, especially the introduction of Christianity and Islam 
and modern education, have influenced Pare customs and traditions (mila na desturi), and how, at the 
same time, such customs and traditions are still the main reason behind sacred forests’ conservation. 
By emphasizing how local Pare customs and traditions have mixed with and incorporated Western 
scientific concepts and philosophical categories, the dichotomy traditional/modern that conservation 
models assume as prerequisite for new projects is challenged throughout the thesis. While an extensive 
body of local knowledge has often been set aside or almost eliminated during Western domination and 
is now being recaptured and preserved, the reference to ‘traditional’ in such contexts reproduces and 
reinforces the boundaries of the colonial world (Palsson 1996: 75), which are in all cases artificial. 
 
1.2 Statement of Purpose and Research Question(s): On ‘Traditional’ in Sacred Forests 
Firstly, during the pre and post-independence era, forestland tenure in Tanzania has undergone 
substantial transformations that altered the perception and management of sacred forests (Forest Act 
2002), by adding new layers of meanings and rights. Ownership, authority, and operational 
management of forests remained, until recently, the prerogative and work of the state, while local 
people were restricted from accessing natural resources upon which they depended for their livelihood 
(Mwihomeke et al. 1998: 280). Nevertheless, despite all changes and challenges, local communities 
keep owning and preserving sacred forests in North Pare. Secondly, Sheridan (2001, 2009), Ylhäisi 
(2004) and Turegård (2009) allude to the fact that Muslims in North Pare are still actively engaged in 
sacred forests practices, while Christians are not. However, the reasons for this are not clear nor deeper 
studied.  
The concept of Pare mila na desturi entails a worldview, that as such has its place in the 
normative context of the environmental problem and is also part of the social causes of this problem. 
The image that we hold about the fundamental structure of the world, and how we relate to it, lends in 
fact the basic consistency to our acts and self-account (de Groot 1992: 477). This thesis seeks to 
understand the ‘inside’ of these things. This overarching objective was guided by the following 
research questions:  
1. Why and how comes that sacred forests in the North Pare Mountains are so well conserved despite 
of all socio-political, economic and ideological-religious changes and challenges?  
2. To which extent do (Lutheran) Christians and Muslims differ in the way they engage with and 
consequently preserve sacred forests?   
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Given the background, the relevance of the research questions can be fully understood. This 
thesis is also important because sacred sites’ size, location and ways of ritual performances vary by 
ethnic groups and even clans (Ylhäisi 2004: 118). By focusing on the clan of the Wasuya5, who were 
the former chiefs of North Pare and controlled sacred forests in the whole area, but whose members 
are nowadays all (Lutheran) Christians, the analysis presented in this study makes a contribution to the 
existing literature because it sheds lights on why, despite changed religious beliefs, nobody questions 
the importance of sacred forests. Also, in spite of all potentials that can be realized from such local 
management systems, which could	  complement contemporary conservation efforts, there is a minimal 
recognition in the official conservation policies and, if recognized, the interpretations given are 
incongruent.  
There is a general consensus in the literature that sacred forests’ conservation is the result of 
people pursuing traditions.	   Gerdén and Mtallo (1990) in their study in Babati District, Tanzania, 
coined the term ‘Traditional Forest Reserves’ (TFRs) and define them as follows: ‘a forested area no 
less than approximately 0.04 ha which is protected by the residents of the adjacent area in accordance 
with their customary laws [That is to say] the existence and management of TFRs are not based on 
government laws [but] solely rooted in the local communities’.	  This term can create confusion. First, 
‘reserves’ usually indicate areas gazetted by the government. Second, the term ‘traditional’, which 
does not come up in the definition, could make readers think that traditions are an equivalent of local 
communities.	  Ylhaisi (2004: 11), who focuses on sacred forests mostly from a strict environmental 
science’s perspective, argues that the cultural and biodiversity conservation and environmental 
management of sacred forests in North Pare originate from pre-colonial times. He considers sacred 
forests remnants of former indigenous vegetation, which relate to pre-colonial local institutions and 
spiritual structures, and he vividly calls for conservation models based on such ‘Traditionally 
Protected Forests’ (TPFs) and local caretakers, who make conservation possible with low economic 
expenditures (2004: 126).  To a certain extent, Ylhäisi (2006: 3) acknowledges that ‘tradition’ does not 
mean static, but he describes TPFs as ‘indigenous forests that can still be found whose existence is 
based on the management systems of pre-colonial society’ (2006: vi).	  His argument is that sacred 
forests in North Pare are protected ‘not because of biodiversity but due to other cultural and religious 
values’ (2004: 127).	  He thus connects the protection of sacred forests to people’s cultural and religious 
values, emphasizing that biodiversity conservation is not the first goal behind preservation of these 
groves. This perspective, does not take into consideration that colonial powers, missionaries’ activities 
and the laws and policies of the socialistic period in Tanzania did not respect such local forest 
management models. In addition, it neglects the fact that social changes brought by these historical 
events have triggered processes that have eventually led to different ways of viewing and engaging 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 As will be later explained (see Chapter 4), the chiefs could in fact maintain a high degree of social control 
through the initiation ceremonies that were crucial for all domains of the male life cycle. 
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with sacred forests. Akida and Blomley (2006: 4; 13), both involved in the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Tourism (MNRT) in Dar es Salaam, also identify ‘Sacred and Traditional Forests’ in 
their analysis of forest tenure systems in Tanzania. They specify that this forest category is not 
recognized by law and that they can be considered as either ‘communal or private forest reserves that 
have not undergone any official establishment process’. Traditional, customary, clan or sacred forests 
are thus managed at the community level for various reasons and are usually well preserved, as the 
authors point out.  
On the other side, Sheridan (2009: 14) argues that sacred forests	  are not relics of the past, but 
dynamic and contingent ecological, socio-political and religious complexities. He sees sacred forests, 
customary laws etc. as inventions and constructions that are constantly adapting to new conditions 
while still appearing changeless.	  The author points out that assuming that sacred forests embody a pre-
colonial era balance of nature and culture is not only inadequate from a historical perspective, but can 
also lead to ineffective conservation policies, as they are based on erroneous assumptions (2009: 89-
91). By assuming notions of stability of forests and wildlife populations, the ‘relic theory ’ precludes 
the historical investigation of the role of people in the formation and management of these natural 
phenomena, and serves thus as a poor foundation for conservation policy. The study of sacred forests 
from this political ecology angle allows us to understand that the sacredness of the forests is not the 
results of cultural values abstracted from their context in human lives. Rather, social institutions 
strongly shaped and continue to influence ecological dynamics (2009: 30). Sheridan (2009: 75) further 
argues, quoting Ranger, that ‘current African religious practices, even those declared ‘traditional’, are 
now understood not in terms of pre-colonial patterns but rather as recombinations, reinventions, and 
reconfigurations of belief systems’. He also shares the findings of recent archeological scholarship, 
according to which even the largest tracts of ‘virgin’ rainforest in Brazil are in reality anthropogenic, 
questioning from the ground the ‘‘naturalness’ of tropical forests around the world’. Kajembe et al. 
(2003: 104) adds that endogenous changes such as immigration or drought, have also influenced the 
way societies are internally organized and linked to natural events. Jones (2013) discusses as well 
Wapare’s local ecological knowledge and the changes that it incorporates.  
Acknowledging the role of historical events in the shaping of the physical environment is a 
much more realistic approach towards the understanding of human-environmental relationships. As 
Palsson (1996: 78) puts it, our lives are situated in in larger ecological and historical contexts, 
therefore ‘treating nature or ‘other’ cultures as a mere piece for academic and theoretical consumption 
is both unrealistic and irresponsible’. Given the fact that these areas’ ecological dynamics are 
intertwined with their social and ideological processes, Sheridan (2009) emphasizes the need of 
understanding African sacred forests through a hybridized natural/social science. 
All in all, the notion of ‘tradition’ or ‘traditional’, largely associated with religious beliefs, is 
used both in the academic literature and in the context of the new conservation agenda. This is valid 
also for other African countries, not only Tanzania. Cocks, Dold and Vetter (2012: 6) emphasize in 
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their study on Xhosa forests in South Africa how ‘the natural landscapes and the associated 
biodiversity are closely linked to the strong nature-based religious beliefs, including a strong 
interconnectedness with nature’. Umazi, Iwa and Etim (2013) point out as well that socio-cultural and 
religious practices in Asanting Ibiono, Nigeria, have enabled sacred groves to harbor a rich 
biodiversity of flora and fauna. However, while some scholars clearly discuss such concepts, in the 
case of North Pare, the actual meaning and content of the term ‘traditional’ are not properly 
investigated. That is why this thesis explores what is beyond this ‘traditional façade’. To gain an 
understanding of how and why such customs and traditions keep preserving sacred forests in North 
Pare, I employed anthropological methods of research that will be explained in the second chapter.  
 
1.3 Sacred Forests in North Pare: Study Case 
Legally, in Tanzania forests can be divided into reserved or unreserved forests. While the former 
include central and local government forest reserves, government-owned industrial plantations, and 
village land forest reserves (VLFRs) gazetted by the state, the latter are to be found on „general“ or 
„village“ lands where forests and woodlands are not formally classified as reserves (Winrock 
International 2006: 3). Given the background, forest areas which are not established on a national or 
district level with a top-down management, have been referred to in the literature in various, albeit 
quite similar, ways: TFRs, TPFs, Sacred and Traditional Forests, as has been discussed in the previous 
paragraph. Before continuing in detail with the description of sacred forests, let us turn briefly to the 
site where field work was carried out.    
1.3.1 Field work Site  
The field work has been carried out in Mghamba, a village situated in Ugweno, the Nortehrn part of 
the North Pare Mountains 6. Mghamba is situated in the highlands of Mwanga District , Kilimanjaro 
Region (North Eastern Tanzania), within the North Pare block of the Eastern Arc Mountain (EAM) 
range, at an altitude of 800-2000m7. The majority of the people in Mghamba practice agroforestry. 
Different species are intercropped in multi-layer plots and other trees, like banana or avocado, together 
with maize and beans are grown for local and home consumption. People in North Pare harvest two 
times a year, in February and August.  
Participant observations, interviews and informal conversations that were methods of data 
collection for this thesis took place not only in Mghamba, but also in the surrounding villages and 
cities. More specifically, I interacted with people from Usangi, Shighatini, Lambo, Kikweni, Mamba 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 I have been hosted for the whole duration of the field work by Mzee Mbonea John Kilenga Msuya, a respected 
elder of  Mghamba. 
7 Mt. Kilimanjaro is situated 40km north-east of the North Pare Mountains. However it is not part of the range 
because it is volcanic, thus much younger than the EAM. 
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and from the city of Mwanga. This was due to the fact that I	  was guest of an elder Muslim woman in 
Usangi for two weeks, and because I often visited relatives of my host family who live across the area. 
I also travelled to different market places around Mghamba and had meetings in the city of Mwanga 
for interviews within the Department of Community Development.   
Detailed forest’s inventory data are not part of this research. Given the limited amount of time 
dedicated to field work, I focused mostly on people’s perceptions and attitudes towards the forests, but 
did not gather any technical information. The opinions expressed in this thesis reflect thus the 
perceptions of people from Mghamba and surroundings on sacred forests in general, which are a  
typical feature of the whole (North) Pare area.   
Due to a lack of village-level information, a short characterization of the EAM should give an 
overview on the biogeographic context of the study area. EAM were formed about 100 million years 
ago and consist of 13 large mountains that stretch from south-eastern Kenya through central Tanzania. 
They are among the world’s 25 biodiversity hotspots and rich in endemic species, therefore globally 
important. While the Taita Hills are located in Kenya, the rest is situated within the borders of 
Tanzania. In total there are 276 known sacred forests in North Pare that conserve 100 km2 of forest 
habitat amid human settlement (Ylhäisi 2004: 109; 119). Information on political and social relations 
in the context of sacred forests will be given in the fourth chapter. 
 
1.3.2 Forest Categorization & Utilization 
In North Pare there are two different types of sacred forests. While this categorization has been 
personally discussed with the people I interviewed during my own field work, it has also been 
previously reported by many other studies on this area (inter alia Ylhäisi 2000; Sheridan 2001; Jones 
2013). A mbungi (Kipare) is a small forest that shelters the skulls of an (isolated) lineage’s ancestors. 
Here the people who are still alive ask the ancestors to bless them and to alleviate misfortune through 
different types of sacrifices and rituals. Both respected men and women’s skulls are conserved inside 
the mbungi, with the men skulls in the center and the women’s near the periphery. Many respondents 
have pointed out that each clan (ukoo) uses the mbungi in different ways and every forest is considered 
to have its own characteristics. The mbungi serves also as a reminder of a lineage’s legitimate land 
tenure, as the skulls show the length of a lineage’s occupation of that land.  
The second type of forest is called mshitu (Kipare). In this forest young men are initiated into 
adulthood and they represent the ancestors of the entire Pare peoples (kabila). These forests were 
constitutive to local political institutions throughout the area during pre-colonial times. It is important 
to note that the word mshitu has two meanings. On the one hand, it means literally ‘forest’ in Kipare 
(In Kiswahili: msitu), thus refers to an environmental phenomenon. On the other hand, the term refers 
to the whole process of becoming a ‘complete man’, thus it can be considered as a synonym for the 
male initiation rite that takes place inside the forest. In this thesis the term mshitu refers mostly to the 
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specific type of sacred forest. However, if I use the word to refer to the initiation rite, the context will 
make it clear.	  	  
The majority of women with whom I interacted in North Pare clearly stated that their initiation 
rites, called mperi in Kipare, (used to) take place inside a house, while others referred to initiation 
ceremonies carried out inside small forests (kirimu), which are smaller in size than the mshitu. My 
personal assumption regarding this contradictory information reflects what I have been told many 
times: every clan, even every lineage has its own ways of reproducing its mila na desturi. Bibi 
Mwajabu Idi Joho, an elder woman, explained me that in the past dangerous animals were living in the 
forest, that is why they did not conduct their initiation ceremony in the forest. When I asked why they 
do not enter nowadays, implying that there are not lions or leopards in North Pare anymore, she 
promptly answered: ‘sasa wanyama si watu?!’ (nowadays the animals are the people).   
This thesis focuses on the male initiation rite8. However, it is important to emphasize that men and 
women have separate sacred forests. The only occasion in which I have heard that men and women 
were together inside a mshitu is when the Joho clan received its mshitu back from the Wambaga in the 
village of Usangi not long ago. Bibi Mwajabu Idi Joho explained me that they celebrated all together, 
sacrificing a cow and then eating inside the forest. Another informant told me that in Ngalanga, in the 
Ugweno area, there are three forests: one for men, one for women and one for men and women 
together.	  Future research could doubtlessly shed more light on the mperi ceremonies carried out in the 
kirimu forests and on the occasions in which men and women enter the forest together.  
Those who teach and lead the initiation ceremonies are the eldest men of the clan, together 
with the caretaker or head (mkuu wa mshitu) of the forests. All teachers must be initiated, watu kamili 
(complete people/full adults). For women it is the same. The eldest mother of the clan (mshenga) leads 
the mperi ceremony, but the owner of the house in which the initiation rite is hosted might be a 
different woman.  
In terms of vegetation and fauna the mshitu look like the mbungi, but are bigger and less in 
number.	  Access to both sacred forests is limited to the responsible elders and the men or women (both 
must be initiated if they enter the forests) of the clan or lineage. Not even deadwood can be cut inside 
these forests and strict regulations maintain the forests intact.  
 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Before going to field work the study was supposed to focus on women and their role(s) in the context of sacred 
forests. However, once I was in Mghamba, I was told that only very few girls who belong to specific clans still 
do their initiation rites in forests (kirimu), while the majority carry out initiation rituals at home. Due to the 
limited amount of time I could not meet any of the women who were initiated in the kirimu forests, so I could not 
further develop this particular research topic. 
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 
As de Groot et al. (2011: 2) and many other scholars suggest, studies on human-environmental 
relationships lend themselves well to open and semi-structured interviews as the core research method. 
They uncover in fact the qualitative richness of people’s visions at specific locations. As elaborated by 
Berkes et al. (2000:1252) TEK is based on a knowledge-practice-belief complex. In other words, 
models of how the natural world works and prescriptions on how to manipulate it are closely 
integrated with moral/religious beliefs. As a consequence, it is defined as a pre-scientific qualitative 
(trial and error) process based on observation. Thus, survey research generating strong quantitative 
results could not reflect the goals of this work. Instead, given that TEK provides qualitative 
management of resources and ecosystems and since the main aim of this study is to investigate 
people’s perceptions on sacred forests, qualitative methods have been used to collect the necessary 
data. 
2.1 Primary Data 
Primary data has been collected by means of ethnographic field work. Both research questions were 
approached through key informants, in depth and semi-structured interviews and informal 
conversations. These findings were supplemented with participant observation of daily life interactions 
within the villages, an experience made possible due to the opportunity of living with a host family. 
The data collection supporting this research was carried out from February 15-March 31, 2016.  
2.1.1 Informal Conversations 
Given the fact that I conducted field work in North Pare during the time of harvesting and planting the 
new crops, most of the data was collected by means of informal conversations. Both men and women 
were in fact very busy with the work in the fields and so most of the conversations took place while I 
was helping for example with collecting maize or in the evening before dinner, or during celebrations. 
Such discussions covered topics on the role, meaning and knowledge of sacred forests, Pare customs 
and traditions, and contemporary challenges related to the so-called traditional management of these 
forests. By having an open-end structure, these spontaneous conversations helped me in broadening 
my understanding of the local knowledge, cosmology and practices associated with the forests. It also 
occurred often that casual meetings or visits with relatives and neighbors unexpectedly revealed 
pertinent forest-related viewpoints. I then reported the information in my field work journal, as it was 
not possible to use a recorder in most of these circumstances. This manual work gave me the 
possibility of developing my understanding of people’s relationship with sacred forests, not only by 
listening carefully to them but also by actively summarizing and formulating my thoughts on paper.  
2.1.2 In-depth/ Semi-Structured Interviews  
18	  
	  
In-depth and semi-structured interviews were conducted with my key informants, Mzee Mbonea	  John 
Kilenga Msuya, my hosting grandfather; Mzee Jackson Kuvuka Msuya; Bibi Idi Joho and Mr. Auni 
Abdullah Mshana, but also with Mzee Mgogoro, Professor and land surveyer and with a Government 
official from the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism (MNRT, Dodoma Branch), who wished 
to remain anonymous because he preferred to talk on behalf of the government, instead of expressing 
his own personal opinion.   
Mzee Mbonea John Kilenga Msuya is a very respected (Lutheran) Christian elder, who despite 
of not entering the sacred forests has a vast knowledge and anecdotes on mshitu and mbungi and Pare 
customs and traditions from the time of his own grandfathers and mothers. His grandfather, Mzee 
Kilenga, was the first man in North Pare to convert to Christianity. Mzee Jackson K. Msuya is an elder 
who was initiated in the mshitu forest and only later converted to Christianity, while Bibi Idi Joho is a 
Muslim elder woman who still actively engages in Pare customs and traditions’ practices. Both of 
them shared their extensive knowledge on sacred forests with me. Mr. Auni Abdallah Mshana is a  
Government official from the Mwanga District Council. Given his role as future caretaker of his clan’s 
sacred forest he shared with me valuable information about sacred forests, the different rituals carried 
out in the mshitu and mbungi but he also helped me in reflecting on the relationship between the state 
(at the Village District level) and the community in the context of sacred forests’ management and 
conservation. Most of the key informants were consulted in more than one occasion, until reaching 
saturation for the information needed on that subject.  
 
2.1.3 Respondents Characteristics 
In some occasions men and women enter the sacred forests together (See Introduction), but women 
have to follow the male elder leader. As a consequence, men are the ones who could gave me detailed 
information about mshitu and mbungi and the related practices.  
Most of the key informants are thus men, a part from Bibi Idi Joho, and most of them are also 
elders, apart from Mr. Auni Abdullah Mshana. This is due to the fact that first, sacred forests are 
gendered and second, age stratification reveals emergent changes in the beliefs and practices 
associated with forests, providing interesting insights into the constantly evolving functional role and 
significance of forests, as Jones (2013: 53) points out. In other words, elders are the ones who in short 
time could share with the researcher a vast and detailed knowledge on the subject. 
It must be specified that in the case of North Pare, while the role of the forests’ caretakers or 
leaders is widely recognized and already (even if not yet in depth) researched, this study aims at 
reflecting the general opinion of community members. Therefore, men and women, Christians and 
Muslims, adults and elders have shared with me their opinions, explanations, ideas and have helped 
me in collecting data for this work in different occasions through informal conversations. It is true that 
caretakers are the ones responsible for the sacred forests, but it is also true that the notion of 
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community is fundamental in this context. Forests are in fact owned by clans, or lineages, not by 
single individuals. So, focusing on caretakers would not reflect the general perceptions, but only a 
restricted and limited view. In addition, in order to have the chance of talking with forests’ caretakers I 
was asked to bring a cow or pay the equal amount of money (ca. 200/300€). Most importantly, forest 
leaders would not talk to me as I am not a man and I am also not initiated.  
In particular, the thesis focuses on the clan of the Wasuya because of various reasons. First, I 
was hosted, as already mentioned, at the house of a respected Msuya elder. As a result, I was 
constantly and mostly in contact with Wasuya family members. Secondly, the Wasuya were the ruling 
clan in Ugweno and those who decided and managed the initiation rituals in the mshitu forests before 
the Germans arrived in North Pare, so it was assumed that they could share much information on 
sacred groves. However, the Wasuya are nowadays (Luheran) Christians and are quite detached from 
Pare practices related to sacred forests, so only Mzee Jackson, who converted later, was able to 
explicitly refer to the rituals carried out inside the forests. 
 
2.1.4 Participant Observation  
Given the fact that I was living with a host family in Mghamba, I had all the opportunities to engage in 
routine activities and experience life in North Pare. Sometimes this included helping with basic 
household tasks, such as cooking, going to the market, carrying water, or gathering grasses for the 
family’s livestock. I have been totally involved in the everyday life in Upareni, thus I watched local 
television and listened to radio programs, gathered some (still too limited) knowledge on herbal 
medicines, went to church, attended funerals and other socializing events. In this way I gained 
observations and experiences that provided me with a sense of how life is lived here and the practices 
and stories that constitute daily life. The details of these activities were recorded as well in my field 
notebook.  
2.2 Positionality 
2.2.1 Gender 
Sacred forests in North Pare are gendered. This means that only men can enter the mshitu forests. As a 
result, theoretically I was not allowed to enter the forests. However, my main research assistant after 
talking to one of the elders from the clan of the Wasuya invited me to join them in a walk inside the 
mshitu kafu of the Wasuya. Being Christians, he said that they do not believe in ancestors or 
punishments for transgressed taboos. Instead, he was glad to hear that I was interested in the forest and 
showed me with pleasure the property of his clan. I limited myself to look astonished at the immense 
trees and thick green cover that unfolded in front of my eyes. No forest inventory was conducted nor 
any kind of activity, a part from intense contemplation. We did not go deep into the forest, but 
remained relatively close to the road.   
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Nevertheless, given that I am a woman and I am not initiated, I was not specifically told what 
was and what is still being taught during the initiation rituals. This was known in advance and was not 
among the goals of this study. However, both my key informants and all the people with whom I 
interacted in Mghamba and surroundings, who were or are still involved in these practices, explained 
me with no problems the general content of the teachings. All in all, being a woman did not prevent 
me from (trying to) grasp people’s perceptions and attitudes towards the sacred forests, the main aim 
of this research.  
 
2.2.2 Language 
The challenges of conducting field work in a foreign language are well known. Malinowski points out 
clearly the difficulty of using a foreign language as an instrument to express  thoughts and perceptions 
in a detailed and explicit way (1979: 27). However, due to the fact that I can speak Kiswahili, 
language was not a barrier. I have been studying the language for three years during my undergraduate, 
then I studied at the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania where I improved my language skills very 
much. I kept practicing every time I went back to the country or to communicate with my friends and 
colleagues. In addition, during the month spent at the Institute of Rural Development Planning (IRDP) 
before going to the field work I performed not only the activities established by the internship’s 
agreement, but I also exercised my Kiswahili skills with students, professors and other colleagues. 
After assessing my Kiswahili level, my local supervisors decided that a research assistant who should 
help specifically with translation was not necessary. This gave me the opportunity to start my research 
in Mghamba independently and without losing time looking for someone who was fluent both in 
English and Kiswahili. On top of that, being able to communicate in Kiswahili gave me the possibility 
to have impromptu conversations and gather new data, information, insights etc. every time possible, 
in different occasions, and with a variety of people, from neighbors to street vendors, drivers, elders, 
women in the market, teachers etc. All in-depth/semi-structured interviews were conducted in 
Kiswahili and digitally recorded. As a result, all the vocabulary used by the local people when 
referring to sacred forests is reported in the original Kiswahili version, cited literally and translated in 
English. This enabled me to understand the nuances and sometimes inexplicit meaning beneath the 
words used to convey ideas and opinions. Some words are in Kipare and Kigweno, the two local 
languages spoken in North Pare.   
The fact of having been several times exposed to and embedded in society in Tanzania also 
helped me in knowing how to correctly address the wazee (elders), for example, and this contributed in 
a research atmosphere characterized by spontaneous, open, flexible and meaningful interactions. In 
spite of not having a research assistant who specifically assisted me in translation tasks, I have been 
fortunate to have different research assistants (see Acknowledgements) who played different roles. 
Many not only hosted me in their houses, shared with me their meals, welcomed me in Tanzania, but 
21	  
	  
also introduced me to Government officials, elders etc. and helped me concretely in gathering the data 
for this research.  
2.3 Limitations 
The issue of gender has been already discussed. The limited amount of time conducting field work 
represented another challenge. Of course, longer periods of ethnographic research lead to greater 
results and understanding of more hidden details (like taboo behavior). Another factor that perhaps 
limits the interpretation and elaboration of the data collected is the fact that before going to field work 
I did not plan to focus on the issue of religion as a social change that influences people’s perceptions 
and ways of engaging with the mshitu and mbungi forests. As a consequence, once I realized that this 
is in fact a major aspect influencing current conservation efforts, I engaged with the data but I could 
not deeply investigate the religious roots of the reason why Christians and moderate and strict 
Muslims differ in their ways of thinking about Pare customs and traditions and practices related to 
sacred forests. More research needs to be done on this topic. Consequently, I recognize the unbalanced 
background on these alternative faiths that were introduced in North Pare. In this work the 
introduction of Christianity is in fact much more deeper discussed than the introduction of Islam. 
2.4 Secondary Data 
Secondary data consists mainly of an analysis of various documents relevant to the study. These 
includes not only (Tanzanian national) institutional reports and records, but also books and articles or 
papers that provide information for this specific research. 
2.5 Data Analysis 
In-depth and semi-structured interviews have been digitally recorded in Kiswahili, transcribed in 
Kiswahili and cited in English in this thesis. The field work notes contain words, sentences, dialogues 
(direct/indirect citations, paraphrasing), stories, myths, etc. held during informal interactions, as well 
as my personal (self) reflections, details, experiences etc. which have been coherently described, 
thematically organized and reflected upon, then elaborated in this work. Secondary data has been 
analyzed and used as part of the theoretical framework, hypothesis formulation and background and 
complementary information to this research. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
3.1 Worldviews help ecological preservation unconsciously…  
The human-environmental relationship has been researched from different perspectives and disciplines. 
Political ecology and its predecessor cultural ecology are highly recognized in this field of research. 
While cultural ecology studies societies and how they are part of and shaped by their surroundings,  
political ecology addresses the political explanations of environmental issues (Robbins 2004). 
However, not enough attention has been given to the worldview(s) that guide such human-
environmental relationships. Yet recently, many have argued that worldviews are a fundamental part 
of the social causes of the environmental degradation we are facing today. The environmental crisis is 
thus increasingly seen as a spiritual, moral and ethical issue (Mary Evelyn Tucker – see Interview). 
Pope Francis has made the fight against climate change one of the cornerstones of his papacy, in spite 
of the fame of Christianity and the biblical mandate that emphasize man’s absolute knowledge and 
mastery over nature. Just days before the opening of the Paris summit, Francis said that a failure of the 
COP219 meeting would be ‘catastrophic’ and defined the fight against environmental degradation a 
‘moral calling’ (Time).  
Similar to de Groot (1992), Vidal (cited after Kamanzi 2014: 12) defines worldview as a 
‘coherent collection of concepts allowing us to construct a global image of the world’. It therefore 
provides a foundation for thought, emotion and behavior and people are provided with presuppositions 
about what the world is like and what constitutes valid and important knowledge about it (Kamanzi 
2014: 12). Some scholars argue that the mechanistic worldview introduced by modernity practices, 
intended as the modes of social life and organization which emerged in Europe from the 17th century 
on and which subsequently became global in their influence, has cleared any animistic and organic 
assumptions about the cosmos by separating nature and society and by sustaining the idea that nature 
must be bound into service of men (Giddens 1990). This same view of nature and society being 
separate entities also frames the idea of conservation, just like it frames the idea of exploitation. In 
both cases, humans are seen as being able to ‘master’ nature. Emphasizing the contrast between 
domination and protection, Palsson (1996) identifies two types of human-environmental relations: 
environmental orientalism and paternalism.	  The notion of ‘protection’, as in Ylhaisi’s definition of 
‘Traditionally Protected Forests’, refers thus to the human acting on behalf of nature and is 
characteristic of a paternalistic paradigm based on the modern nature-society dichotomy. In this way, 
by seeking to empower and preserve what remains of such ‚traditional’ practitioners’ knowledge, the 
boundaries of the colonial world (Westerner/Indigenous; modern/traditional), as well as the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9   The 21st session of the Conference of the Parties (COP) and the 11th session of the Conference of the Parties 
serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol (CMP) took place 30.11-11.12.2015 in Paris, France 
(see: http://unfccc.int/2860.php) 
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neoclassical idea of individuals separated from their social world, are being reproduced. This view is 
antithetic to the holistic ecological view of the world that most local communities hold true, which 
does not see ecosystems as a form of capital which humans should invest in or which provides 
services that have to be evaluated in monetary terms (Descola 1994, Berkes et al. 2000). This 
communalism paradigm, suggests generalized reciprocity in human environmental relations and 
implies notions of participation and dialogue, rejecting the radical separation of nature and society 
(Palsson 1996: 67).  
Rappaport’s urge to bring nature and society into a common framework dates back to 1968 
and 1979, to his works ‘Pigs for the Ancestors: Ritual in the Ecology of a New Guinea People’ and 
‘Ecology, Meaning and Religion’. Many other anthropologists shared Rappaport’s view	  in the 1990’s 
and argued that local ecological knowledge(s) and their environments ‘exist inseparably within each 
other’ (Croll and Parkin 1992: i). Descola (1994: 56) also points out the congruity between social 
relationships and human-nature relationships.  
For these reasons, the concept of ecosophy, or wisdom of the household, originated by the 
Norwegian philosopher and climber Arne Naess is relevant to this study	  and represents the framework 
in which this thesis is situated. Contrary to the notion of ‚ecology’, which by the nature of its 
definitions as logos refers to scientific pretensions, as Kamanzi (2014: 13) emphasizes, ‘sophia’ refers 
to insights directly relevant for action as it focuses on understanding rather than abstract results. The 
dimension of practicality that is embedded in the concept of ecosophy calls for a dimension of ethos, 
the distinguishing character, sentiment or guiding belief of a person, group or institution that pushes 
for (environmental) practice. In this context, it is important to note that Naess (1989) specifically 
argues that  
‘ecosophy becomes a philosophical worldview or system inspired by the conditions of life in 
the ecosphere. It should then be able to serve as an individual’s philosophical grounding for an 
acceptance of the principles or platform of deep ecology.’  
Naess highlights that the ‘deep ecology movement’, endorses ‘biospheric egalitarianism’, the view that 
all living things are alike in having value in their own right, independent of their usefulness to others. 
In other words, the deep ecologist respects this intrinsic value of nature. In the literature on 
environmental ethics, and also for the purpose of this study, the distinction between instrumental value 
and intrinsic value (in the sense of “non-instrumental value”) is of considerable importance. Given that 
the intrinsically valuable is that which is good as an end in itself, it is commonly agreed that 
something’s possession of intrinsic value generates direct moral duty on the part of moral agents to 
protect it or at least refrain from damaging it.   
More specifically, Ikeke (2013: 345, 346) argues that the African understanding of the forest 
implies its intrinsic ontological value and cannot be separated from an African cosmological view of 
reality, which acknowledges the interconnectedness of all beings. Consequently, the notion of ‘moral 
universe’ as elaborated by the Tanzanian Jesuit Laurenti Magesa is also relevant to this study.	  He 
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affirms that ‘God is related in an unbreakable way to the entire universe. At the centre of the universe 
is humanity, but it too is intrinsically and inseparably connected to all living and non-living creation’ 
(1997: 285). As such, interrelations and communication between the visible and non-visible worlds are 
fundamental and dependent on each other. This means that human beings display reverence for every 
creature, which has been endowed by God with its own force of life, as all creatures are connected to 
each other (Magesa 1996: 46). Msafiri (2007: 44-45) sums up by confirming that the harmonious 
interconnection of all vital forces in nature constitutes the holistic vision and edifice of African 
cosmological understanding whose ultimate goal is abundant life spiritually, physically, 
psychologically, communally as well as ecologically. In a more recent work, Magesa (2013: 147) 
emphasizes again the idea that, while there are indeed many African cultures, Sub-Saharan people do 
nevertheless share this holistic vision of creation that unifies them. Kamanzi (2014) uses the concept 
of an eco-centered African ecosophy, that has nevertheless been rendered productive of an ethos 
exploitative of the environment by discourses on modernity that have diluted the concept of 
interconnectedness of all beings.   
Although this theoretical background is a valid basis for this study, this work emphasizes that 
in the case of North Pare intrinsic value is attached not only to the forest(s), but also to the group, or 
the community, as one constitutes the other. For this reason, Ingold’s argument that the person is the 
organism, is relevant for this thesis (Ingold 2000). By implying that society and forest constitute each 
other, the reasons behind contemporary sacred forests conservation assume a different connotation, 
that has been not yet elaborated by the literature on sacred forests in North Pare. In other words, this 
study shows that as long as the sacred forest is there, the community as it is, remains there as well, 
despite all the changes. This concept can be better understood if we refer to what Lebulu (1979) wrote 
about Pare religion and ideology. The underlying order and organizational principle in North Pare was, 
explains Lebulu, the kinship structure. This order brings about the reproduction of human life and 
existence. Life is therefore the dominant element which governs the functioning of all the other 
elements of the superstructure, meaning the kinship values, norms and patterns. In the words of Lebulu: 
‘life was not possible for the kinsmen outside their own group, and the survival of the kinship group 
was not possible without the survival of its members’ (1979: 446). So, the kinship group had a 
fundamental importance for people in North Pare. Children were socialized into and acculturized in 
the social and the material reality of the kinship group through initiation rites that took place in the 
mshitu forests, while they worshipped their ancestors, who were the foundation of the kinship group 
itself, in the mbungi forests. These places played then a significant role in maintaining the ‘constituted 
relationships of production’ and the ‘form of the kinship relationships’ favorable for the reproduction 
of the survival (life) (Lebulu 1979: 450). Thus,	   sacred forests represent locations for important 
institutions, and consequently stand for the community itself, rather than being associated with 
‘inherent traditionalism in African societies’ (Sheridan 2009: 22). It is in this sense that the intrinsic 
value of the group must be understood.    
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3.2 …And consciously 
The framework used by this dissertation for examining the human dimensions of forest conservation is 
thus drawn from the realm of indigenous knowledge research. Gadgil et al. (1993: 151) define this 
knowledge as based on environmental observation and interaction that evolved over time. For this 
reason, peoples with a historical continuity of resource-use practices possess a broader knowledge 
base of the behavior of complex ecological systems in their own localities. Such ecological knowledge 
is embedded in the society’s belief system, creating what is defined a ‘knowledge-practice-belief’ 
complex (Berkes 1999).  Indigenous knowledge is then defined as a ‘cumulative body of knowledge 
and beliefs handed down through generations [orally or by shared practical experiences] by cultural 
transmission about the relationship of living beings (inclusive humans) with one another and with their 
environment’ (Berkes et al. 2000: 1254).	  As mentioned above, worldviews are an essential component 
of indigenous knowledge and practice and essential for ecologically sustainable outcomes, as they 
provide indeed appropriate environmental ethics (Berkes et al. 2000: 1259). Although this denotes a 
pre-scientific and qualitative knowledge based on observation, contrary to modern scientific 
knowledge, it is by no means irrational because cultural beliefs come from the pragmatic experience of 
the environment. Local communities depend on local environments for provision of resources. 
Therefore they developed a stake in conserving and enhancing biodiversity, which is an important 
factor in generating the ecological services and natural resources on which they depend (Gadgil et al. 
1993). Access and resource collection is limited or completely prohibited in the sacred forests in North 
Pare. However, their management and the perception of sacred forests does reflect a long-lasting view 
of reference and respect towards the forest as a provider of basic ecological services, most importantly, 
rain.  
Another fundamental consideration for this thesis is the fact that prescriptions of local 
knowledge and practice are consistent with adaptive management as an integrated method for resource 
and ecosystem management (Berkes et al. 2000: 1260). In this way, it is acknowledged that 
environmental conditions always change, requiring societies to respond by adjusting and evolving. 
Along the same lines, the new ecology paradigm, with its ‘flux of nature’-approach makes disturbance 
an integral feature of ecosystems. Forests are thus not simply relics of primeval forests, and 
contemporary African religions are not relics of pre-colonial ideas and practices (Sheridan 2009: 17, 
18). In fact, not only environmental conditions change, but also local communities, due to changes 
within the locality or because of external phenomena. So do their uses and interpretations of 
environment. Remarkably, this did not dictate compromised resource use practices in North Pare, 
where sacred forests’ conservation has taken new meanings without being abandoned.  
The perspectives from the realm of traditional and indigenous ecological knowledge offer 
useful insights, but not necessarily suitable definitions. Here the term local, if understood as dynamic, 
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characterizes at best ecological knowledge and communities as defined by this research thesis (Jones 
2013).   
3.3 Hybridity as Keyword to Understand Sacred Forests’ Conservation  
Ritskes (2012) also contends that local knowledge is not mirrored in the past, but is an active and 
changing body of knowledge, constantly adapting and growing in response to challenges and 
intersecting knowledges. As Agrawal (1995: 495) notes, ‘because indigenous knowledge is generated 
in the immediate context of the livelihoods of people, it is a dynamic entity that undergoes constant 
modifications as the needs of the communities change’. In North Pare local ecological knowledge 
embodies these arguments, as it has incorporated changes and information from different sources to 
interpret the environment and develop resource use practices that maintain its integrity. In this context 
Mbiti’s ‘two-thoughts system’ concept is important. Islam and Christianity have been in fact 
introduced in North Pare as alternative faiths and they brought inevitably new paradigms. However, 
Mbiti suggests that although Africans converted to Islam or Christianity, they never abandoned their 
traditional religiosity and its elements. Magesa (2013) corroborates this idea by arguing that a truly 
African Christianity must allow Africans to preserve from their pre-Christian religious heritage 
elements that are not in conflict with the Gospel. This prepositions explain the hybrid nature of forest 
conservation in North Pare and clarify why the dichotomy traditional/modern perpetuated by the new 
environmental agenda does not reflect the reality on the ground.  
 It is not my intention to write down a detailed historiography of the Pare area, Kimambo (1969, 
1991) already took that responsibility. However, only by understanding crucial historical events one 
can try to interpret the changes related to the engagement with and perceptions on sacred forests in 
North Pare. The next chapter provides an historical overview on the meanings and roles that sacred 
forests embodied during different historical periods, keeping a focus on the clan of the Wasuya and 
showing how ecosophical positions have evolved in the study area. 
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CHAPTER 4: SACRED FORESTS IN HISTORICAL DEPTH 
This chapter describes how sacred forests’ roles and perceptions changed from the pre-independence 
to the post-independence era and gives historical depth to the research topic. The first sections 
contextualize sacred forests before and during the colonial onset. The third part focuses on the post-
independence era and briefly discusses more recent changes in the legislation on forest conservation 
that have been already introduced in the first chapter of this thesis.  
4.1 The Wasuya and Sacred Forests: Territorial, Political and Cultural Control and Unity 
Although hunting-gathering groups were present in the Pare area, the present population was built up 
by migrations that occurred around the thirteenth century and brought various groups from the Kenyan 
Taita Hills through Lake Jipe to Upare (Kimambo 1969: 27). Only this first statement sets the idea 
forth that the ‚traditions’ which determine the conservation of sacred forests are themselves a mixture 
of different worldviews that came together in this area around eight centuries ago, and since then have 
been constantly interacting with each other. As a matter of fact, the first population settlement was in 
Ugweno, in the northern part of the North Pare Mountains where the field work was carried out. Here 
the geographical conditions are favorable to absorb a greater concentration of population, since the 
northern territory is made up by a single unit of plateau, in contrast to the fragmented peaks of South 
Pare.  
The organization of these small migration groups relied firstly on kinship ties. Generally, after 
arriving in the area, the first comers would establish a sacred shrine, the mbungi forest, to connect with 
the ancestors and legitimize the immigrants’ rights to land. From these a thick wall of greenery could 
grew pretty fast in the favorable weather conditions of Upare (Sheridan 2009). The mbungi thus served 
as a place for sacrificial rituals and consequently for the maintenance of unity among lineage members. 
As new immigrants arrived in the region, the number of clans coming together increased. The 
four clans connected to early migrations are the Washana, Wafinanga, Wasuya and the Wamare. The 
first two were iron smiths and smelters. By the thirteenth century, given that iron was essential for a 
peasant community, the Washana came to dominate the North Pare political economy, but around the 
fifteenth century the Wasuya revolted against them – while they were inside of their sacred forest – 
and began a political reform. Since then, the Wasuya remained the ruling class and were able to 
maintain a level of prestige that pushed other people to want to be called ‘Wasuya’ even if they were 
not part of this clan originally. This fact was confirmed during my field work, as I was told that still 
today many people claim to be a Msuya only to benefit from the prominence of this clan. It is not 
difficult to believe, since the ex-Prime Minister of the United Republic of Tanzania is also a Msuya. 
Hence the reputation of the clan is still recognized at a national level. The Wamare, on the other side, 
were a healing and priestly clan settled near Lake Jipe (Kimambo 1969: 31-32).  
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It is in this context that the need for a more efficient organization emerged and the Wasuya 
started combining ritual and political powers to keep the Ugweno state united and eventually 
centralized. Again, sacred forests served to unify whole clans, but this time into a political system. 
Initiation rites took place, as a matter of fact, inside the mshitu forest and the Wasuya soon developed 
a system of coercion devised from such (initiation) system. The Wasuya ruler was in control of 
everything being taught inside the mshitu, to the extent that the rituals were extended for a period of 
six months in order to assure an intensive political, military and cultural training and the formation of 
loyal youth (Sheridan 2009: 83). So, the mshitu became the most effective institution in keeping ten 
districts united and reinforcing the loyalty even of non-Wasuya.  
Mranga, son of the ruler of Ugweno, put the initiation institution firmly under his supervision. 
He established an elders’ council who would supervise initiation rites and their functions in all forest 
camps, making sure in this way to spread his ideas and ultimately his territory (Kimambo 1969: 51). 
Also, rivals could be eliminated under the pretext that the forest ‘swallowed’ them. Mzee Jackson 
Kavuka Msuya, explained that men who died in the mshitu were in fact left in the forest, without 
proper burial, and nobody could question what had happened and how he died. This might have 
facilitated the dismissal of opponents. Kimambo (1969) and Sheridan (2009) also emphasize the fact 
that in general, anything that happened or was taught inside the mshitu could not be exposed, and this 
was confirmed during my field work. Unexplainable punishments would follow as a consequence; 
initiated men cannot reveal the secrets of adulthood to any men that is not yet initiated. Much less to 
any man not part of his clan, or more precisely, outside the Ugweno political system (at that time). In 
fact, the Wasangi who arrived from the Taita Hills in the seventeenth century, made an agreement with 
the Msuya ruler of Ugweno, which allowed them to remain autonomous and sent regular tributes to 
the Msuya chief if they accepted the Ugweno mshitu. In this way, by absorbing foreigners in the 
Gweno society, the Wasuya also strengthened the power of the mshitu council.	  Yet the Wambaga, who 
arrived later in the area and helped the Wasangi in becoming independent from Ugweno, were never 
allowed to enter the mshitu of the Wasuya. Moreover,	   the ruler Mranga distinguished between the 
commoners’ (diri) and the ruling class’ (kafu) initiation forests. The kafu forest was a place that had to 
be approached with reverence and although the Wasangi were accepted into the Gweno society, they 
were never allowed to be associated with a mshitu kafu. This gives the idea of the forests as symbols 
of social stratification too. 
Thence, the mshitu, meant both as the initiation rite and the forest, played not only a ritualistic 
role. It reproduced in an efficient manner the kinship values, norms and patterns and was also a 
guarantee for the other kinsmen that every man would implement them, since it was believed that if 
they would fail to implement their duties, the oath would kill them (Lebulu 1979: 450).	  The unity that 
the mshitu as an important institution managed to achieve was thus not only of political nature. When 
later the Wambaga attacked the Wasangi, even if the latter politically were not part of Ugweno since 
the mid eighteenth century, they did not hesitate in calling the Wasuya rulers for help ‘in the name of 
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the mshitu’ (Kimambo 1969: 115). This elucidates that even if the district had been lost politically, 
because the Wasangi became indeed independent from the Wasuya, they remained culturally still 
closer to the Wasuya as members sharing the same secrets of the Ugweno mshitu. They all got the 
same training and took oaths to loyally observe what they had learned together. 
Sacred forests also delineated the boundaries of the society and determined who belongs and 
who does not belong to the clan. As foreigners, the Wambaga, who were established in Usangi since 
the time they helped the Wasangi became independent from the Wasuya of Ugweno, could not take 
part in the initiation rites held in the Ugweno mshitu of both Wasuya and Wasangi. They were forced 
to go back to their original homelands in South Pare, thus bearing an expensive and long journey in 
order to attend the forest ceremonies. However, although the initiation rituals in South Pare were quite 
similar to those of the Ugweno state, they never carried out political functions. The initiation rites 
were shorter and had a more ritualistic nature. Nevertheless, the fact of being excluded in their new 
area in Usangi contributed in intensifying alienation feelings that escalated in the afore mentioned 
upheaval against the Wasangi (Kimambo 1969: 120-121).  
 
4.2 Colonial Powers, Alternative Faiths and Sacred Forests: Destabilizing the Socio- Ecological 
Relationship  
The involvement of German and British colonial forces was decisive in shaping the ways in which 
people engaged with both the mbungi and the mshitu. After a period of internal political instability, the 
Pare traditional authority system broke down after more than 300 years.	  As a matter of fact, since the 
mid nineteenth century, Swahili and Arabs traders from the coast reached the interior mostly due to 
ivory presence in the Kilimanjaro area. Thus, the long-distance trade penetrated in North Pare and it 
was not controlled by Pare rulers. The situation developed into connections between the traders and 
the Pare rulers based on the exchange of guns and ammonitions against African slaves. Henceforth, as 
new economic ideas started penetrating North Pare, economic rivalry was stimulated. Later, Chagga 
groups from Moshi began raids in North Pare that depleted Pare wealth until the establishment of 
colonial rule. Not only unpredicatble raids for slaves, but also the shrinking political scale of the 
Ugweno state and a famine that strucked the population in the same period brought to an unstable 
political situation, fragmented political unities and exacerbated rivalry (Kimambo 1969: 122-143). 
As a consequence, when the Germans arrived in the Kilimanjaro area in the end of the 
nineteenth century (specifically in 1891 in Upare), it was the Pare chiefs themselves who contacted 
them and sought their help to recognize their own local political interest (Kimambo 1969: 197), 
opposite to what happened in the majority of the so called colonial encounters10. Pare Chiefs were then 
given certificates by the Germans confirming their status as traditional rulers. This brought to an initial 
calm and cooperation with the newcomers because the Germans did not intervene in the lives of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 For more detailed information on these historical events see Kimambo 1969. 
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communities in Upare, as they were concentrated mainly in Usambara and near Kilimanjaro and left 
the mountain areas free from permanent settlers. While in South Pare sub-akidas11 were present, in 
North Pare chiefs were not supervised and their activities were not reported to district officials 
(Kimambo 1991: 58/59). This left unchanged the role of sacred forests in the area. The communities 
continued making sacrifices in the mbungi and carrying out initiation rituals in the mshitu.  
However, in 1900 the first (Leipzig) Lutheran missionaries arrived at Shighatini, not far away 
from Mghamba. The church is still there, on the side of the road, and Mzee Mbonea, my host 
grandfather, proudly let me know in the first days that the first church ever built in the area was near 
home. As Kimambo explains, missionaries became the most important colonial agents in North Pare. 
The social changes that this shift brought, together with the introduction of Islam from Arab traders 
affected the role and meaning of sacred forests and sacred forests related practices. At first, chiefs in 
North Pare welcomed German missionaries because of their role in education. They were in fact aware 
of mission schools in Moshi and wished to achieve similar advantages (Kimambo 1991: 61). Yet, the 
introduction of new socio-economic, political and ideological-religious elements brought to a new 
conceptualization of the mode of perceiving individual and group relationships with the forces of 
nature and with each other.  
Missionaries appeared immune against mystical dangers.	   This factor contributed in 
establishing Christianity as a strong alternative to local Pare religion and in raising drastically the 
deforestation rate in North Pare (Sheridan 2000: 10). They were given by the Ugweno chiefs 
metaphysically dangerous lands that were already in use, such as areas where the corpses of 
uninitiated people were left, but suffered no consequences (thought to be inflicted to whoever 
transgressed the rules of sacred sites). As a result, Hans Fuchs of the Leipzig Lutheran Mission 
became famous for chopping down even trees from mbungi forests, especially for timber to use in the 
construction of new churches etc.  
Later, first the Germans and then the British, horrified by the exaggerated accounts of North 
Pare initiation rituals, prohibited the ceremonies inside the mshitu from before the First World War 
until 1952 (Sheridan 2009: 85). Kimambo (1991: 60) also refers to the fact that the district officials 
prohibited the killing of unwanted babies after being told by their local interpreter about the issue of 
infanticide. Nevertheless, it was after the First World War under British domination that the British 
Christian missions were stimulated to actively repress such pagan traditions. They were the ones who 
would take care of so-called abnormal babies instead of letting them been killed, as imposed by the 
Pare customs of that time. During field work, many people defined such customs brutal and referred to 
the coming of the missionaries as a very fortunate event that finally put an end to those practices. This 
led to the realization that the end of infanticide practices as a result of missionary campaigns, must 
have been taken as being only one example of the many other positive changes that foreign 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Administrators of groups of villages in Tanganyika in German East Africa.	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imperialistic intrusion would have brought to the community. In relation to infanticide practices, Mzee 
Mbonea was telling me how his younger uncle was almost killed because he grew first the upper 
teeth12. However, ‘bahati nzuri wazungu wamekuja’ (fortunately the Whites arrived – in Kiswahili) 
and prohibited to kill him13. Many people with whom I have discussed about it, told me that the ‘good 
men’, ‘wenye dini ya Mungu wa ukweli’ (those who have the religion of the true God) saved the 
destinies of many babies. This also contributed in accepting very easily and even embrace Christianity, 
as they preferred not to be forced to kill newborns.  
With the imposition of colonial domination, specifically after the British indirect rule policy, 
the role of sacred areas reflected other processes of cultural and social change. The Wasangi, for 
instance, had lost their power to the Wambaga and now demanded back their legitimate political 
influence (Sheridan 2000: 13). Since ruling through chiefs and traditional political structures required 
the creation of a tribal unit of production and consequently the recreation of pre-colonial structures, 
many chiefs began to assert vigorously their control over the mshitu forests, which were previously 
connected indeed to political power. Also, although sacred forests had since long an important 
political and ecological symbolism, with the introduction of the Pare Mass Literacy Scheme, 
specifically soil and water conservation became main topics that were taught to adults. As a 
consequence, Pare chiefs promptly started using this rethoric for their political campaigns. In fact, the 
laws implemented to fight deforestation centralized power in the chiefs, who could fine people for 
cutting down trees in the sacred forests (Sheridan 2001: 303). Thus, indirectly, by readapting colonial 
forestry laws, some sacred forests remained intact in spite of the unsure land tenure.  
In fact, it must be emphasized that in the late nineteenth century, when Tanzania became a 
German colony, moist tropical forests were ¾ times more extensive than at present (Barracloug and 
Ghimire 1995: 80). Forested areas were cleared for export crop plantations and sisal production, 
processes that continued during the British protectorate, most probably in the area where Lutheran 
missionary Fuchs chopped down so many mbungi. Not only timber was needed, but also new crops 
were introduced in North Pare, such as cassava, cotton and coffee. The highlands of North Pare 
encouraged also the establishment of European settlers because of the pleasant and healthy climate. 
Hence, the German and British rule still account by a large percent for the pattern of deforestation in 
Tanzania in the first half of the twentieth century.  
All in all, colonial policies and local practices converged in North Pare and changed the social 
foundations and ecological consequences of the area’s demographic regime (Sheridan 2001: 267-272). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Much data has been collected during field work about infanticide. Growing the upper teeth is only one of the 
circumstances that forced parents to kill their babies. This will be the subject of another paper.	  	  
13 On another occasion, on the road from North Pare to Mwanga, my main research assistant, Mr. Msuya, 
showed me the massive rock standing out from the thick tree cover where babies who started growing their teeth 
from their upper gingiva were left on the top while asleep. They were left there to fall down and die as they 
would crawl to the edges once awake.  
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Barraclough and Ghimire (1995: 81) argue that deep changes in land use, agricultural practices, work 
habits, land tenure and social relations within and among African communities followed the colonial 
export production, which had therefore undisputable indirect social and ecological impacts. 
 
4.3 Socialist Policies, (Legal) Demise of Sacred Forests and Recent Developments 
As Sheridan (2004) explains, the colonial political institutions had reinforced the conservation of 
common property resources in North Pare, but with the political ambiguities that followed Tanzania’s 
independence these regimes turned into open access situations. As a matter of fact, the ambiguous 
nature of authority during Ujamaa14 delineated management based on kinship or chiefly hierarchies as 
‚backwards’, while the ‚modern’ state was unable to manage the same resources effectively.  
The disputable relationship between rural producers and administrative officials is the main 
reason behind resource degradation in North Pare, not population growth and poor agricultural 
practices, as the common narrative and World Bank documents report about Africa. On the contrary, 
the dismantling of social organization and cultural logic of local political authority led to resource 
abuse, since the social institutions that after independence controlled resource entitlements lacked both 
political and moral authority (Sheridan 2004: 102). Also the nullification of local conservation 
methods and the exclusion of local people from mainstream decision making and management of 
natural resources led to an erosion of traditional responsibility of Upare’s local communities for their 
environment (Ylhäisi 2003). In addition, by the 1960’s most people in North Pare identified 
themselves as either Christians or Muslims and their attitudes towards sacred groves followed this 
cultural divide (Sheridan 2000: 14). Consequently, many sacred forests were transformed into fields 
(mashamba). This turn was backed by the Government’s goal of achieving a high agricultural 
production. 
 This changed in the late 1990’s when the Tanzanian Government started recognizing that local 
communities are able to manage their environment. As a consequence, so called community-based 
natural resource programs and joint forest management projects that provide cooperation between the 
government and local people are nowadays popular. Sacred forests do not enter under these 
categorizations, but are considered to be new models of conservation (see Introduction). 
This chapter has emphasized the historical and cultural background of sacred forests in North Pare, not 
only to serve as a context to specific environmental values but also to elucidate the very fabric of 
meaning in which Wapare’s environmental values can exist (de Groot; Drenthen; de Groot 2011). The 
next chapter, following this environmental hermeneutic argument, reports how the image that the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Ujamaa is the Swahili for 'familyhood'. It  was the social and economic policy developed by Julius Kambarage 
Nyerere, (first) president of Tanzania from 1964 to 1985. Centered on collective agriculture, under a process 
called villagization, ujamaa also called for nationalization of banks and  industry, and an increased level of self-
reliance at both an individual and a national level. Nyerere set out his policy in the Arusha Declaration of 1967. 
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people in North Pare hold about the fundamental structure of the world (human, natural, transcendent) 
and their relation to it, shapes their way of engaging with sacred forests in 2016.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
34	  
	  
CHAPTER 5. RESULTS OF SOCIO-CULTURAL INVESTIGATION: REASONS BEHIND 
CONTEMPORARY CONSERVATION AND MANAGEMENT PRACTICES OF SACRED 
FORESTS 
In this section the opinions of the people of Mghamba and the villages around it about sacred forests 
are cited. The citations give an idea of the perceptions of local people on sacred forests. Their 
meaning(s), their role(s) and the consequent general reason(s) behind the ongoing conservation of 
sacred forests communities can be therefore deducted and are important results of this study. 
5.1 Local Views and Perception of Sacred Forests: why are they still conserved? 
5.1.1 Mila na Desturi 
The majority of the people with whom I interacted in North Pare, elders, women and men, both 
Muslim and (Lutheran) Christians, told me that sacred forests are still conserved primarily because of 
the customs and traditions (mila na desturi) of the Pare people. While some elders specifically referred 
to the male initiation rites which took place in the mshitu and gave me detailed information about the 
ritual, others, especially the younger adult generation were more vague. Most of the younger 
respondents were generally unaware of the distinction betwen mshitu and mbungi, but elders clearly 
differentiated among them.   
 The concept of mila na desturi is specifically associated with the teachings 
(mafundisho/mafunzo) that both men and women receive during their initiation rites. These teachings 
are the most important reason that still drives parents, although only a small minority – mostly 
moderate Muslims15, to still bring their children to the training in the forest, or at home if they are girls, 
and that gives such an important connotation to the concept of Pare’s customs and traditions.	  Men and 
women are separately taught how to behave in society, how to interact with other men, women, elders, 
foreigners, how to treat and educate children and how to manage the household in general. The 
teachings received during the initiation period are fundamental in reproducing and confirming the 
roles of individuals in the society and are particularly focused on teaching respect and obedience 
(heshima)	  towards elders. It is interesting to cite how Mzee Jackson Kuvuka Msuya answered to my 
question regarding the reason why people still protect the mshitu: ‘Ni kama kanisa yao, wanajifunza 
kuishi na heshima’ (It is like their church, they learn how to live with respect). Firstly, the words 
‚church’ and ‚respect’ reflect a deep and complex way of seeing the forests which results from the 
interplay of different socio-economic, political and ideological-religious aspects that will be later 
discussed. Secondly, one can grasp how respect is an important characteristic to display as adults who 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 This notion will be later further discussed. From the field work it appears in fact that the distinction made by 
many scholars between Christians and Muslims is not so clear cut. 
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deserve to be called so16 . As a matter of fact, mshitu can mean forest, as an environmental 
phenomenon, but the term also refers to the whole process of becoming a complete man (mtu mzima). 
Masolo (1985: 90) explains how in Kiswahili the word uzima when used in the form ‘mtu mzima’ 
(literally whole person) is used to render the sense of full growth or maturity. The idea of wholeness in 
this respect acquires a metaphysical connotation of (physical) maturity and attainment of the ideal 
state of personhood. Mr. Auni Abdallah Mshana from the Community Development Department of 
Mwanga interestingly compared the mshitu (and the mperi) to an university degree, which confirms 
that one has finally reached the highest level of adulthood (utu uzima).  
Yet, the teachings that young boys or girls receive nowadays are much more limited and quite 
different from what were the teachings at the time of the Ugweno state. As discussed in the previous 
chapter, with the introduction of colonial rule in the end of the nineteenth century and the subsequent 
socialist period after independence, the political salience of the mshitu clearly diminished and the 
lessons of the forests changed along with this social shift. On top of that, the duration of the initiation 
rites is much more limited. Mzee Jackson Kuvuka Msuya explained me: ‘in the past people spent six 
months inside the forest, my grandfathers were inside the forests four month and me only one week. 
Nowadays it lasts only one day’. Given the limited amount of time, it is clear that the customs and 
traditions which are reproduced and maintained through such community ceremonies cannot be taken 
as a proof of the intact and unchanged life standards and beliefs of the people of North Pare. Yet, the 
teachings have ‘adapted’ to social changes and persist until today. When I was in the Mghamba, 
teenagers entered the mshitu in Mamba, not far away from Mghamba, from the 28th to the 29th of 
February. A community development worker from the Mwanga District told me that, once inside the 
mshitu, the elders who lead the ceremony explicitly ask the spirits (mizimu) to forgive the children 
coming from the cities (and therefore not used to that environment) for spending only one night in the 
forest.  
Although men and women are strictly forbidden to interact with each other during their 
respective initiation periods, another important teaching of the mshitu or mperi initiation ceremonies is 
the ‚secret’ language (lugha ya mafumbo) that both men and women learn in order to be able to talk 
about specific topics among themselves, without the children understanding the real meaning of the 
conversation. The conversation’s topics can be negative, positive or can even be insults. In any case 
the children should not be involved in adults’ talks. For instance, Mr. Auni Abdallah Mshana clarified 
that if a snake enters the house the parents would say to each other in Kipare „lwaingia 
luzighi“ (kamba imeingia in Kiswahili – a rope has entered). In this way both the mother and the father 
would understand that there is a danger, but the children would not realize it and would not be afraid. 
Another example in which mother and father would talk so that the children do not get involved in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 For example, if a woman uses disgraceful vocabulary it is common to comment: ‘huyu  hajapita  mperi’ (this 
(woman) did not go through the initiation rite) denoting a slightly negative tone.   
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their conversation is when the father has some doubts about his daughter and thinks that she might be 
pregnant. In this case, since it is not common nor well-mannered for fathers to talk directly with their 
daughters about such topics, he would ask his wife in Kipare „uu mwana esiwedi?“ (huyu mtoto si 
mzima in Kiswahili– this kid is not healthy?), inquiring in reality if she is pregnant. While both men 
and women can communicate and exchange indirect information through this attentive language, two 
generations ago men still used to learn their own secret forest language (lugha ya mshitu) during the 
initiation rite, excluding thus not only children, but also women. For example ‚woman’ (mwanamke in 
Kiswahili, mche in Kipare, mka in Kigweno) would be ‚ng’onja’ in the language of the forest. Lugha 
ya mafumbo plays an important role also in local ceremonies. In fact, in these occasions where the 
whole community gathers, if any member of the community has mistaken anyhow, such ‘secret lyrics’ 
were employed to implicitly tell her/him through songs to recognize the mistake and change behavior. 
In this way, the person would understand that he or she ‘is being sung’ (anaimbwa), but no hostilities 
are created because of harsh judgment or words. As Mr. Auni puts it, this ‘lugha ya akili kweli kweli’ 
(language which has really logic – and so many social implications), is an important part of the 
training received in the mshitu or at the mperi and is a real talent. 
The other type of sacred forests, the mbungi, are associated to each individual lineage, rather 
than with the clan or ethnic group as a whole. Henceforth, one can thoroughly report information 
about the mshitu, because it is generally used by the whole Pare people and has specific common traits, 
whereas mbungi ceremonies differ from family to family. In the mbungi the skulls of the ancestors are 
conserved and, even if ancestors are invoked also in the mshitu ceremonies, the mbungi is specifically 
reserved for sacrifices and rituals for the ancestors17. When I was guest of Bibi Mwajabu in Usangi she 
mentioned, for example, that she had just built a small place in the mbungi where she put the skulls of 
Mzee Kalua, the old caretaker of the forest, and his two wives, so as to protect the skulls from the rain. 
As for the case of the mshitu, Christians and Muslims have different ways of engaging with these 
forests. While the firsts told me that mbungi are not respected anymore because now people are buried 
only in cemeteries near the church or at home, the latter extensively explained me why the mbungi are 
so significant. This point shall be explored further in the paragraph related to Cristianity and Islam in 
North Pare. While each lineage has its own characteristics, the standard ritual procedure during rituals 
for the ancestors consists in pouring some local alcoholic beverage (like sugarcane – pombe ya miwa, 
or honey beer – pombe ya asali) on the skulls, while mentioning the names of all ancestors as far as 
the forest caretaker and head of the ritual can remember. Then, the forest leader would move his hands 
towards the sky, symbolically in God’s direction, invoking at the same time the spirits (mizimu) and 
the Almighty. Pare people distinguish(ed) among God (Mungu Mwenyezi) and the mizimu, the souls of 
those who passed away. The mizimu have different levels and can bring both good things or 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Lebulu (1979: 440)  notes that in Upare ancestors could only be men that were married and had children. The 
period of being an ancestor lasted to three generations only. 
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misfortune, while Mungu only brings goodness. When problems occur, one firstly addresses the spirits, 
and only later, if they do not find relief, the pray to God. However, at the time of giving thanks the 
Pare first thank God in any case, then the mizimu18.   
5.1.2 Identity and Property 
Sacred forests identify who is ‘mwasili wa hapa’ (original from here [Upare]).	  This is another point 
that was mentioned when talking about the importance and the consequent conservation of sacred 
forests in North Pare. As it was mentioned in Chapter 4, North Pare’s population is the result of a 
series of migrations that took place centuries ago, mostly from Kenya. Once newcomers would arrive 
in the area, they chose a place to indicate that they arrived first and to pray to the ancestors for 
protection. One must point out, perhaps confirming what Sheridan (2009: 81-82) wrote about the 
dynamics of the sacred forests in North Pare, that the Pare prayed either to the spirits, or to God. Only 
rarely they addressed other entities, like trees for example19. So this could indicate that the mbungi 
developed indeed from practices of the people and were not remnants of a much larger virgin forest. 
This also reinforces the statement I made in the theoretical chapter according to which in North Pare 
intrinsic value is attached not only to the forest, but to the people as well. Fairhead and Leach (1996) 
arrive to a similar conclusion in the case of sacred forests in West Africa, which do not reflect the 
sustained relic theory that categorizes such forests as ancient forests’ patches. These findings suggest 
that local communities created forests, which then they respected, contrary to what is commonly 
asserted.  
On the other side, Mzee Jackson Kuvuka Msuya explained me that ‘mshitu ni mali kubwa ya 
ukoo. Mali ya watu, sio mtu binafsi’ (the mshitu is a big property of the clan. A property of the people, 
not of a single individual). He insisted in the plural form; sacred forests do not belong only to one 
person, rather to the whole clan. He further stated: ‘sacred forests are like the house of people. Even if 
I do not sleep in my house, other people are not allowed to enter’. This statement alludes to the fact 
that, although many people do not recognize the role of the sacred forests as they did before the 
introduction of Christianity or Islam, they still respect them because they represent the legitimate 
property of someone else. This was confirmed during my field work. One day a tree from a specific 
mshitu fell down in the middle of the road and nobody could move it until, a few days later, the 
responsible caretaker of the sacred forest was found and came personally to remove the tree in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Nowadays this last sentence does not reflect the real situation, as even the people who still engage with sacred 
forests recognize that God is only one and that practices carried out in the forests are not related to worshipping 
another God, different from the Christian or Muslim one. Later this issue will come back and will be further 
elaborated. 
19 Among the trees and plants that were highly regarded are the Baobab (mbuyu), the Isae or Sale and the 
Mpingu ya Gu. I unfortunately do not know the name of the last two in English.	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proper way. This event, however, reflects also the next point indicated as a reason for conservation of 
sacred forests: respect, and consequently fear (of punishment if disrespect).  
 
5.1.3 Respect and Fear 
Sacred forests are thus considered people’s property. Most importantly, they are treated with reverence 
because they played an important role in the customs and traditions of the Pare. In other words, people 
know and respect the fact that these forests were very important for the Wapare elders, but also that 
they are owned by specific clans.   
The majority of the respondents also stated that sacred forests must remain undisturbed and be 
respected otherwise bad luck would be cast upon the clan or lineage members. That is also why 
nobody removed the tree from the middle of the road, if not with the permission and authorization of 
the head of the forest. Generally, both Christians and Muslims told me the same. Mzee Jackson 
Kuvuka Msuya highlighted the fact that now, since religion and education were introduced in Upare, 
people might fear the animals of the forests and the diseases that one could get, such as malaria or 
tubercolosis, rather than any (malevolent) spirits. Nevertheless, when I was still in Dodoma doing my 
internship at the Institute of Rural Development Planning (IRDP), many people, both students and 
professors, associated the sacred forests of which I was talking about, with uchawi (witchcraft – a term 
that by itself in Tanzania recalls negative implications) and usually referred to them as ‘mambo ya 
ajabu ajabu’ (weird/surprising things). One of the professors at IRDP explained me that there are very 
few studies by Tanzanian students on sacred forests exactly for this reason; people do not even want to 
be involved in those topics20. So, before going to the field work the idea was that sacred forests were 
in some ways associated with (negative) supernatural events. Many parents in the Mghamba village, 
once in North Pare, told me also that children are explicitly forbidden to go inside such forests. Mr. 
Herini, a (Christian) member of my host grandfather’s family and neighbor stated openly: ‘watu 
wanaogopa mizimu’ (people are afraid of spirits)21.  
Respect and fear are contiguous definitions. To put it differently, if one disrespects the elders 
and their original place, being the mshitu or the mbungi, one should fear the consequences. It has been 
elucidated before how respect towards elders and other members of the society is still one of the 
fundamental teachings of the initiation rites for both men and women, so one can easily connect the 
dots. In addition, a layer is added by the fact that one respects also the physical place, not only the 
people who use(d) to conduct their practices there, as a property. It is out of this combination that the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Mshitu and mbungi are in fact specific phenomenon in the country. However, sacred forests, with other names 
and different functions, are located  across the whole country. People might have a generalized idea on sacred 
forests but the specifics are not researched in depth. 
21 This does not necessarily mean that this is his personal thought, but he was talking generally about the people 
in Mghamba and the surrounding area.	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majority of the inhabitants of Mghamba and surroundings, Christians or Muslims, leave the sacred 
forests untouched. In the paragraph related to Christianity and Islam the punishments or consequences 
to be faced for disrespecting the sacred forests will be better explained. For now, let us turn to the 
other reason that has been identified as driving the contemporary conservation of these natural 
resources. 
5.1.4 Rain 
Sheridan writes that the people of North Pare ‘are quite aware of the many ecosystem services that 
their mpungi (sic!) and mshitu provide, and often point out the groves’s ecological functions when 
discussing soil and water conservation’ (2009: 83). Unfortunately, given the limited amount of time 
spent in the field work I could not take part in any meeting to assess to which extent this is still true. 
However, almost all the people (with no difference between Christians and Muslims) with whom I 
have conversed in North Pare repeatedly told me that sacred forests are conserved also because of their 
importance in bringing rain. Yet, while many told me that they have always known, even in the past, 
that sacred forests bring rain, others affirmed that this is a result of modern education and more recent 
environmental awareness. My assumption is that, as the people in North Pare are (and were) farmers 
and possess cattle, naturally they are dependent on favorable climatic conditions for the survival of the 
society. Nevertheless, in the past there was a low population pressure and sacred forests were 
protected in any case because of their social, political, cultural and ecological value. With the 
increasing number of people settling down in the area, the colonial and later socialist policies and the 
latest global environmental crisis which inevitably brought a high deforestation rate, much more 
importance and emphasis has been given directly to the sacred forests as bringers of rain, emphasizing 
therefore primarily their ecological values. It is indeed not seldom to hear many times during the day 
TV or radio advertisements mentioning all the advantages that forests (not particularly sacred forests, 
but forests in general) bring to people.  
Nevertheless, one cannot refuse the fact that rain remains a fundamental condition upon which 
life is assured in North Pare and that many people are convinced that sacred forests bring that rain. A 
passage from my field notes and two other citations can give a better idea: 
We were sitting in the living room having dinner, when suddenly it started to rain. 
Unconsciously, my first reaction was to think ‘oh no! It is raining so heavy!’ but my thought 
was quickly replaced by the clamor of my host grandfather who exclaimed ‘Mvua! Baraka! 
Baraka ya Mungu!’ (Rain! Blessings! Blessings from God!).  
He went on by saying that „for us farmers and herders rain is very important for food, for the 
grass for the cattle...“. 
On a Sunday visit another uncle, Mr. Obadia Kavugha, who lives not far away from us, son of Bibi 
Cristina, a 120 years old woman, converted to Christianity by the first German missionaries in North 
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Pare, was telling me how the harvest was going. Again it is worth reporting another brief passage from 
my field notes: 
After a long day of work in the fields, relaxing before dinner in the patio under the moonlight, 
Mjomba (uncle) explained me that they harvest two times a year. The first one in February, 
then they prepare the fields again, they plant the crops and they harvest again in August. After 
expressing his satisfaction for this harvest’s products, he concluded by saying: ‘mvua 
ikinyesha, kila mtu anabarikiwa na kipande chake!’ (if it rains, every person is blessed with 
his/her own part!). 
The third passage that I will report summarizes and stresses how life in North Pare is interconnected 
through rain, and thus, (indirectly) through sacred forests. The fact that forests bring rain has been 
only recently demonstrated by scientific studies, that confirm that models employed to forecast climate 
change take into account the physical properties of the forests, but fail to notice biological processes 
that affect air flow and cloud formation significant for rain production (Sheil 2014). I think it is 
important to report specifically what people in North Pare said, which words they use when expressing 
their opinions and most of all their knowledge about their surrounding environment:  
This evening Mr. Edwin Mbonea, son of Mzee Mbonea, came to visit us shortly after finishing 
work in the school. I tried to explain him why I was interested in knowing more about sacred  
forest and the first thing he answered was: ‘kila kiumbe anategemea maji! Bila maji hamna 
miti, hamna wanyama’ (every creature depends on water! Without water there are no trees, 
there are no animals). Interestingly enough, he then added: ‘ukikata mshitu, unakaribisha 
jangwa, unapata madhara!’ (if you cut the forests, you are inviting drought, you get damages). 
Mr. Edwin Mbonea firstly affirmed that we all depend on water, not only human beings, but also trees 
and plants and animals, secondly he closes the circle by stating that if we cut the forests we would not 
receive that water upon which our survival is relying. Thirdly, he directly associated my mentioning of 
sacred forest to water and thus life, implicitly highlighting the interconnection between all elements. In 
other words, he implies very naturally what new scientific research has showed: ‘biology and physics 
may be more closely intertwined than previously believed, according to an idea about the way in 
which forests make the rain that keeps them growing’ (Fraser 2014). This perception is common also 
among the Loita Masaai in Kenya. They believe that, because of the abundance of large trees, the 
forest attracts clouds that bring the much needed rainfall essential for the fields and livestock forest 
(Kronenburg-Garcìa 2015: 164-165). 
Being in Mghamba has for sure helped me in understanding even visually the importance of 
rain and the interconnectedness of all elements that through rain reproduces life. As a matter of fact, 
everything depends on rain. If one observes for instance the usual unfolding of daily activities, every 
morning starts with the two youngsters, who assist Mzee Mbonea at home, going to collect grasses for 
the cows. Without grasses, the cows would die. The grasses are being held together with the outer part 
of the banana tree, functioning as a rope and then carried home on Yahaya’s and Mama Alvin’s heads. 
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The relationship between banana trees and cattle goes further. Banana leafs are in fact also used to put 
down on the floor of the cows’ hut, and often when the grasses are almost finished the cows would 
chew the banana leafs so as to satisfy their hunger. On the other hand, it is well known that cows are 
primary sources of natural fertilizers and through them the farmers manure their fields. Maize fields 
once harvested serve also to both people and animals. The dry leafs are given again to cows, while the 
maize itself is used to produce flower to cook the most common meal in Tanzania, ugali (stiff 
porridge). Other big leafs were cut by Mzee Mbonea to feed the chickens, other smaller plants 
collected for medicinal purposes, dry palm leafs (mkoche) interlaced so as to form baskets in which 
the harvest products are transported. It is not rare to use leafs as a cushion to put on the head and then 
place the baskets on it. This is to say that without rain all these basics cycles would be dismantled. 
With no rain, there are no trees, no plant, no food for the animals, no animals, no relief from the hot 
sun etc. So, briefly, one can grasp the idea that droughts would cause all this concatenation of survival 
strategies to fall apart. One understands also why the terms used when talking about rain (baraka, 
kubarikiwa, kiumbe) are associated with divine attributes. In addition it shows how the people in North 
Pare clearly know that most life on land depends on water from rain, but also that much of the rain on 
land may depend on life, as only recent scientific research confirms. In short, this awareness on the 
forests’ impact on rainfall patterns, is another factor that explains why nowadays sacred forests in 
North Pare are so well conserved.   
In this context it is important to clarify some aspects related to rain-making rituals in the area. 
While some respondents’ accounts show that many people (mostly Muslim) are convinced of the 
importance and success of rain-making rituals, Christians told me that in the past forest leaders just 
knew how to recognize rain clouds, implying that rain-making rituals were not really bringing rain and 
that nowadays those who keep making these rituals only want food and some local beer. Furthermore, 
only some clans are able to perform rain-making rituals, not any forest leader. Mr. Auni Abdalla 
Mshana and Mzee Jackson Kuvuka Msuya both referred to the Wambaga and the Wakwisu as the 
clans to whom one would bring meat and local beer if there is the necessity for a rain-making ritual. 
Despite the above mentioned reasons, it is also clear that there has been a decline in the value 
of sacred forests. Religion and modern education are the two factors that most of the people mentioned 
when trying to explain me why things changed. In the next paragraphs I will therefore analyze, mostly 
through people’s discourses, how and to which extent these social changes affect now (Lutheran) 
Christians and (moderate) Muslims and their way of engaging with the sacred forests. Although the 
afore reported reasons behind conservation are values shared by both Christians and Muslims, the 
inherent significance differ according to religious inclinations and it is interesting to understand the 
mechanisms behind these sometimes contradictory rationales. Also, this is a fundamental step towards 
a comprehensive and grounded conservation policies framework. 
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5.2 Christianity and Islam & Modern Education: New Philosophical and Scientific Ways of Thinking 
in Fusion with Pare Mila na Desturi 
As mentioned above, it is nowadays moderate Muslim families that have a more active engagement 
with sacred forests and still send the boys to the mshitu and the girls to the house of an estimated elder 
of the family or kirimu to be initiated. However, the majority is made up of strict Muslims that, like 
most Christians, completely interrupted their forest’s practices. While for boys it is still possible to do 
the initiation rite in the mshitu, for girls it has become more difficult. Bibi Mwajabu Idi Joho explained 
me for example that there are no experts anymore in North Pare who are able to conduct the ceremony 
properly. One has to go to the city of Mwanga, distant 20 km, to meet the head of the initiation ritual 
for girls and this makes the organization of the ritual more complicated. 
 
5.2.1 Worshipping Other Gods and Mshitu Teachings   
 
Firstly, the argument that induces Christians and the very religious Muslims to detach themselves from 
the sacred forests is that the place to pray to God it’s either the church, the mosque or at home, not the 
mshitu nor the mbungi. On the contrary, sacred forests are referred to as mambo ya zamani (things of 
the past), mambo ya uchafu (dirty things), mambo ya kudhanganya watu (things to cheat people) and 
mambo ya ajabu ajabu (weird things/things without rational explanations). The reasons behind these 
definitions are multiple. When Christianity and modern education were introduced in North Pare, 
people stopped entering the sacred forests as they apparently understood that they were carrying out 
‚primitive’ practices. As mentioned in Chapter 4, particularly the fact that Christians prohibited 
infanticide was well welcomed among the Pare people. They also accepted Christianity easily because 
they prohibited what people now refer to as matambiko ya haramu (abominable rituals) and mila ya 
potovu na uonevu (meaningless and oppressive traditions). For a better understanding I will quote the 
explanation of one of my main informants:  
Any kind of death that occur inside the mshitu it is said that the forest has eaten. Or it is said 
that anybody who dies have been swallowed by the lion of the mshitu. In reality these deaths 
occurred because of the violence of those fighting about the lion of the forest, or probably 
because the boy got a normal infection/disease. If they die in the mshitu, they are buried there 
and the death is not announced [to the other members of the community] until the boys are 
allowed to go back home [after the end of the training]22.   
Respondents generally highlighted the fact that people got killed inside the sacred forests (either 
because of diseases, violence, or as a result of death rituals) against the will of God. Diseases that one 
could easily get inside the forests, like malaria or tuberculosis, became also better known and made 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Some verbs are in present form, but this does not mean that it is still like this. Mzee Jackson (80 years old) was 
referring to the practices at the time of his grandfathers. 
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people avoid to enter the forests. Mzee Mbonea told me with a sarcastic tone how they used to stay 
naked in the mshitu for six months without washing themselves, but only putting a kind of oil (mafuta) 
on their skins during the whole training period. With the introduction of Christianity, however, they 
were ‘better off’ without all those practices. So, as Mzee Mbonea further explained me, whoever is 
caught entering the mshitu nowadays would be isolated from the (Christian) community, in the sense 
that the church leaders would investigate and inspect for which reason he or she entered the forest and, 
if they find out that rituals were being carried out, the person would be forbidden to get specific 
services from the church, for instance they will not eat the sacrament (chakula cha Bwana) for Easter.  
While some Muslims also expressed the preoccupation of being labelled a ‚bad Muslim’, 
others nevertheless explained me extensively why it is important to still enter the mshitu or to pass 
through the mperi ceremony. As it was previously pointed out, initiation ceremonies in North Pare are 
nowadays related to the fact of maintaining the own customs and traditions. The language that parents 
use to speak about adults’ topics in front of the children or at local ceremonies (lugha ya mafumbo) is 
seen as a very important element and a talented skill. By not letting third parties unnecessarily know 
about the own problems or sensitive topics, the parents can maintain serenity and calmness within the 
household and with the community in general, using a specific secret vocabulary. In a nutshell, the 
mshitu is thus primarily associated to a place where the boys receive these kinds of training, men’s 
teachings, to become adults. As a result, people who still practice these ceremonies do not see any 
contradiction in being Muslim and still entering the mshitu. Although many Christians and strict 
Muslims affirm that in the mshitu a different God is worshipped, a God who is not God, if one 
observes deeply, contemporary forests’ practices have nothing to do with God. On the contrary, it all 
revolves around the teachings that bear the Pare customs and traditions as this citation summarizes 
well:  
‘I am referring to all religions, either Islam or Christianity, because every man who respects 
his religion thinks that you make rituals [inside the forests] to worship Gods who are not Gods. 
But if you look [attentively] it is not about worshipping any God. There are teachings, 
teachings that contain their [Pare] origins, this means that if you look [the Christian or Muslim] 
God is still there, and people believe in Him but there are things that carry Pare customs and 
traditions and specific teachings.. Now, people fail to understand which teachings are 
conveyed by those customs and traditions. [They fail to understand that] there is a big sense 
and meaning behind them, you are being trained. But by interpreting things fast, they thought 
that people went away from the religion, they separated from God. But in reality you are not 
praising the Almighty God, God is there but there are specific teachings, about how you will 
live in the society, how you will live with other people, how are you going to deal with 
confidentiality issues, how would you treat eventual enemies. The fundamental thing is not 
about God, it is not aimed towards religion, you see, but more towards the teachings. There [in 
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the mshitu] it is not about worshipping God, but about exchanging lessons’.  
 
5.2.2 Mass for the Dead and Mizimu in the Mbungi 
The concept of mila na desturi is multifaceted. It  involves also the world of the ancestors’ spirits. So, 
the realm of customs and traditions alludes not only to offering teachings to the youth, but it also 
claims sometimes specific actions. By actions it is usually meant a ritual, sacrifice or offering to the 
ancestors that is most of the time carried out in the mbungi. From here one understands how mila na 
desturi are reproduced and involved not only in initiation rites in the mshitu, but are also central 
concepts around which revolves the conservation of the mbungi forests. There are some natural 
indicators that show people that something from the realm of mila na desturi, or spirit world, is 
claiming attention. If these indicators are ignored, misfortune will heat in different ways the whole 
lineage or clan. Some people attribute to the fact of detaching themselves from the own mila na 
desturi the explanation for mental health diseases that affect the population (wanapata kichaa – they 
become insane). Others talked about children failing repeatedly at school. However, the consequences 
of disregarding such customs and traditions vary from clan to clan, as pointed out by many. The 
indicators can vary as well as the measures that have to be taken to ‘calm down the spirits’ and find a 
permanent solution to that problem. An extract from the interview with Mr. Auni can better exemplify 
the case:  
‘These things [alluding to the rituals carried out inside the sacred forests) are still here! And 
they cannot end, I mean, if they end it will bring a lot of damages! You get problems! For 
example [if I don’t react to those indicators] I can be fired without reason, things like wonders 
happen, you see things that are not usual. Or you can find a family of herders and the cows cry 
all night long, you will be surprised! These are indicators that tell you that something related 
to the customs and traditions is claiming something. So, there are some indicators that tell 
people to detect what is being claimed from the realm of customs and traditions, then people 
look for the cause.. Another type of indicator is when a child, let’s say maybe ten years old, 
sees a huge snake that wants to swallow him, but the people around him cannot see the snake, 
the boy runs, so the people understand that there is something here [related to the spirit world] 
and after realizing this, the snake disappears’.  
The measures, like the indicators, are various. First of all, after understanding that something from the 
realm of mila na desturi is being claimed, a small ritual should be performed so as to calm down the 
spirits and eventually find out what the real problem is. It follows another ritual to find a permanent 
solution and reestablish a normal situation among the members of the clan or lineage. For instance one 
of the measures is to prepare two different types of local alcoholic beverage (pombe). In one container 
they will pour the beer made from white sugarcane (mwa mweupe) and in another the beer from the 
black sugarcane (mwa mweusi). Both containers would be brought to the mbungi. In this way they 
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would firstly placate the spirits, and secondly understand the real cause of the problem. In fact the next 
day, according to which of the two beers has evaporated, they understand which spirit is claiming what 
and for what reason. Then a definitive solution follows. 
 It must be noted that, while according to Pare customs and traditions, the term mbungi refers 
to the smaller forests in which the skulls of the ancestors (both men and women) are conserved, it 
cannot be compared to a cemetery. In fact while the bodies of the deceased are buried at home at the 
time of death, only the skulls are later extracted, after a period ranging from after one to five or even 
ten years after burial. However, nowadays those who still put the skulls in the mbungi are very few, 
while the majority follows the ‘standard’ procedure of burial at home or in the cemetery.  
The concept of ancestors has already been introduced. Lebulu (1979: 437) explains how for 
the Pare both protective and punitive powers are associated with the ancestors and how the 
punishments inflicted by them can hit anybody, those who belong to the clan and those who do not, if 
they deviate from the norms, patterns and values of the clan or lineage in question. The souls of the 
deceased are called mizimu (spirits) and while it is believed that God, which is referred to in many 
ways, brings only goodness, spirits can bring also evil. So, the souls have the power to help or to 
punish those who are still alive. Kavugha (1979: 61) explains how sometimes spirits show those on 
earth that they want to be given a goat, a cow or some local beer (pombe) because they feel hungry or 
thirsty, or simply because they got angry and now claim a sacrifice. In any case, mizimu are the souls 
of those who passed away and the ones still alive keep a connection to them by means of sacrificing, 
making offerings and rituals which are carried out inside the sacred forests, so as to ‘temper by 
invocation and ritual performances the will-power of the ancestors’ (Lebulu 1979: 440). They do so 
following the principles of indicators and measures discussed in the previous paragraph.  
 The following explanation clarifies once more how the ancestor-cult in the sacred forests is 
not considered by moderate Muslims to be in opposition to their religious beliefs:  
‘We believe that the souls that went away sometimes do come back to deal with those who 
remain [are alive], that is why you see that Muslims pray for them, from a religious 
perspective. I mean they pray for and to those who passed away, while the Christians they 
attend mass, they go to church or they held the ceremony in the house of the relatives of those 
who passed away. Now, if you look, here the aim is to pray to the Almighty God to forgive 
them if they have mistaken, and to be with them [in the afterlife], right? That is the sense [of 
those practices]. On the side of customs and traditions’ practices, that can be carried out in the 
mbungi or other times also at home, the aim is the same. It means to pray in the name of those 
who passed away and when you pray it means that they do not bring indications of claiming 
anything [calamities, unusual unfortunate events etc.]’. 
It emerges that what is being done in churches and mosques follows the same principles of ritual 
performances in the sacred forests. However, those who introduced Islam and Christianity, and those 
who strictly follow these alternative faiths, imposed to do the same things that were carried out in the 
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sacred forests, but under different names and in different places, discriminating who continued to 
follow the previous path. The following quotation gives a deeper insight: 
‘Now, those who brought the [Islam/Christian] religion started to say that here there is no 
blessing here, the blessing is here (while indicating two opposite points on the table). You see, 
if you look at the Christians who came here, the thing that they were doing is to say that this 
[referring to Pare customs and traditions, particularly in the context of sacred forests] is not 
good, nor luck, nor does it have any meaning. What has value is this [referring to the 
Christians beliefs]. As a consequence there were some groups that moved to that [Christian] 
side. Some moved straight away, and now its nature [of Pare customs and traditions] has 
almost vanished, has been weakened, they weaken(ed) it but it is still present“. 
While confirming that due to Islam and Christianity the nature, the very essence of the rituals carried 
out in the sacred forests has been modified and attenuated, the statement suggests that the very nature 
of people still persist as well. In other words, there are still some people, even if not the majority, that 
keep carrying out their ritual performances according to their customs and traditions. They might not 
cut off the skulls of the deceased to put them inside the mbungi, or they might get just a partial amount 
of all the teachings that were usually taught inside the mshitu, but the fact of having a modern 
education and religion does not prohibit them from maintaining their mila na desturi associated to all 
the concepts we have explored above. In addition, the general idea that I got from the field work is that 
sacred forests remain untouched due to the respect the people have for their mila na desturi and for the 
sacred forests as properties, but also due to the consequent fear of the (supernatural) punishment(s) 
one could get if disrespecting the forests, independently from religious inclinations. Perhaps the fact 
that spirits can affect those who are members of the clan and those who are not, is now interpreted as 
being able to affect also those who do not believe in them anymore.   
 To sum up, the majority of the people recognize that the introduction of modern education and 
Islam and Christianity brought to a detachment from the sacred forests, nevertheless many also affirm 
that the Pare customs and traditions still persist and cannot be completely weakened. Christians and 
very strict Muslims refer to the forests using adjectives that denote negative allusions, but they still 
respect the forests as being the property of specific clans and as a sign of respects towards their elders 
and their customs and traditions. On the other side, moderate Muslim families contend that religion 
and mila na desturi are two different things and they serve different purposes, so they see no reason 
behind the suppression of ritual performances carried out in the sacred forests. All in all, all informants 
consider the forests as places to be reverenced. This fact will be now discussed in light of the 
ownership and management standards of these forests. Despite the numerous efforts by (inter)national 
organizations to write down regulations and officially protect sacred forests, the concept of respect and 
its various dimensions as discussed above, are interrelated to the concept of customary law. Such 
insights shed light on the much debated implementation of sacred forests as conservation models. In 
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fact, if one wishes to develop successful projects, the first thing to do is to learn how they are 
concretely managed by these communities and according to which rationale. 
5.3 On Mila na Desturi and Tenure of Sacred Forests 
5.3.1 Ownership  
The concepts of respect and mila na desturi shape also the concept of ownership of sacred forests. 
Firstly, sacred forests are forests not gazetted by the state, so, although some villages have enacted by-
laws, the Government is not involved in the management of mshitu and mbungi forests, because they 
are property of specific clans or lineages. This, however, is not enshrined in state law. It is also worth 
mentioning again that according to Pare customs and traditions, the mshitu is mostly associated with 
initiation rites for the whole Pare ethnic group (kabila). The Pare have a patrilineal and patrilocal 
system, this means that the descent system is based upon a male founder (ancestor) whereby the 
principle of succession and inheritance is reckoned by following the male line on the side of the father 
(Lebulu 1979: 427). Thus, mshitu forests are property of clans, for example the Wasuya, and the 
caretaker of the mshitu, the first male born of the stream responsible (mtiriko) for the forests, is at the 
same time the leader of rituals performed inside that forest. The mbungi is property of individual 
lineages. The mbungi caretaker is also the first male born of the responsible stream. In general, the 
communal property of both forests is strongly stressed. Since there are no official national laws that 
protect sacred forests, the ownership of mshitu and mbungi relies, as a matter of fact, upon the respect 
of the other community members. Jones (2013: 97) clarifies that forest leaders or caretakers enforce 
traditional rules, but essentially anyone living near a sacred forest plays a role in its protection by 
reporting misconducts to the leaders. 
5.3.2 Relationship State-Community 
The ownership of mshitu and mbungi forests also relies on the respect from the side of the 
Government. Although I interviewed almost exclusively people that do not have any connection to the 
Government, I could talk to Government officials in the Community Development Office in the 
Mwanga District and I interviewed another official at the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism 
(MNRT, Dodoma Branch). Surprisingly both parties had the same version of facts. The main idea is 
that the Government does not have a religion, but leads people who have different faiths. Vice versa, I 
was told that the Government itself is made up of people who all have different customs and traditions. 
As a consequence, government officials must respect citizens’ ethnic group’s mila na desturi. If for 
the Pare people, according to their customs and traditions, ritual performances have to be carried out 
inside sacred forests, they are free to do so. It must be noted that some rituals, like the circumcision 
ritual for girls, has been prohibited by the Government. So, the Government officials with whom I 
have talked of course referred to ritual performances that do not damage people nor the environment. 
48	  
	  
However, it is important to report that also the Government official at the MNRT affirmed that mila na 
desturi are ‘vital and moral’. It is for this reason that if it happens that a mbungi is included in a 
territory now designed as forest reserve, the people can ask the Government for permits to keep doing 
their ritual performances when needed. A government official would stay out of the mbungi until the 
end of the ritual, to control that the practices are environmental friendly and bring no destruction to the 
natural resources being conserved. Only rarely it happens that the Government completely prohibits to 
use sacred forests once inside an area gazetted by the state. In that case the people of the lineage would 
move to another area outside the Government’s supervision, after gathering and performing a ritual to 
let the ancestors’ spirits know that they had to change (worship) place. In addition, the MNRT official 
said that the mshitu and mbungi forests are too small in size to be of (economic) interest for the 
Government, therefore the Government itself supports the fact that clans and lineages in North Pare 
take care of their own forests. On one hand, Government officials are well aware of the ecological 
importance of forests, on the other they are also well aware that management of forest reserves is 
costly, while the revenues ‘only indirect’ (not monetary).  
5.3.3 Local Punishment System and Self-defense of Sacred Forest 
The concepts of respect and mila na desturi include another dimension. It is in fact known among the 
people of North Pare that as soon as an area is under the Government’s supervision, it most likely gets 
depleted soon. The people mostly referred to the fact that there are not enough Government officials to 
control all the natural resources. So, people can enter the forests for instance at night and cut trees and 
damage the groves. Thus, whom could you report the damage if the Government is the owner of the 
forest? This view entails two different ideas. First, in North Pare, if someone is caught damaging the 
mshitu or mbungi, she or he would be immediately reported to the caretaker, the head of the sacred 
forest. After assessing the extent of the damage, the offender should offer a goat and local beer to the 
caretaker as a fine for violating the rules of the groves and someone else’s property. If the offender 
refuses, or is caught again disturbing the forests, then the caretaker would report him or her to the 
village Government. However, this process is expensive and time consuming, so most of the times it is 
not taken to this level (Sheridan 2009). Nevertheless, the main argument is that the caretaker of a 
sacred forest is always there to supervise personally the clan’s or lineage’s property. In spite of this, it 
cannot be neglected that due to the afore mentioned social changes, the values and meanings of sacred 
forests have diminished and consequently many forests, as Ylhäisi (2006) reports, lost their caretakers 
in the last years. Ylhäisi also comments that thank to a local agreement between the Tanzania Forestry 
Action Plan and the Department of Natural Resources in Mwanga the traditional protection of forests 
in the Simbomu and Vuchama-Ngofi villages of North Pare was supported by replacing caretakers and 
solving unsettled disputes. What I have heard, is that sacred forests are not easily given to someone 
outside the clan/lineage: ‘ni kitu cha asili, ungeiuza ungetoa heshima kwa watu’ (it is a thing of origins, 
if you sell it you put away the respect from people). Of course there are many different views because 
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there is a big ideological and generational divide in the case study area. Secondly, a related 
acknowledgement is that people tend to respect more prescriptions imposed by the own customs and 
traditions than prohibitions imposed by the Government, as one mzee told me during a visit to give the 
condolences to a neighbor family that had lost a member. This mzee said that this is due to the fact that 
the Government is not associated to an entity that can inflict permanent punishments (as ancestors’ 
spirits perhaps do). It is also true that the customary rules of sacred forests are much more restrictive 
than village or other Government rules of forests gazetted by the state. As Jones (2013:72) points out, 
contrary to sacred forests’ regulations and restrictions, everybody can enter the village forests, and this 
brings to a potentially higher number of disturbances. That is to say that the customary law is seen as 
being more powerful and efficient in protecting the forests than Government regulations. A quote from 
an interview can better clarify what is customary law and the idea behind it:  
‘the forest is like it puts its own laws, why I say this? For example, it can happen that a person 
coming from far away does not know that this is a sacred area, maybe she or he enters a 
specific (sacred) grove to cut trees or to collect charcoal, right? But according to [the place’s] 
origins, it is not allowed [to carry out any activity]. You will come across indicators which, if 
you enter the site, will advise you to leave. For example, you will hear voices, like people 
talking, but when you look you cannot see anybody, or maybe you hear a voice telling you 
„You! Leave it! Leave it!“ and prohibits you [from doing what you are doing] but you cannot 
see him/her. Are you going to go back [to that forest]??’ 
The general idea behind this statement is connected to what was previously referred to when 
discussing the concept of ancestors. The spirits can punish anybody who transgresses the clan’s or 
lineage’s values and norms. In the same way, whoever physically disrespects the sacred forest, which 
are in many ways related to the ancestor-cult, will come across the consequences. For instance, I was 
told that once a man coming from outside North Pare started to cut a grove where the skulls of a 
specific lineage were conserved. He repeatedly ignore the neighbors who were telling him to leave that 
area untouched and continued to prepare the field to build his house. The same day in the evening he 
got a high fever and passed away. In another occasion, it happened that a child entered a place 
reserved for traditional healing practices (sehemu ya matambiko ya uganga/ ya tiba za asili) and he 
found 200 shillings, which were left there like an offer during the ritual. He took the coin unconscious 
of its meaning and went away. It was then necessary for the parents to contact the caretaker of that 
forest and explain him what had happened, so that he could ask the spirits for forgiveness and leave 
the child in peace. Another citation summarizes this concept very well:  
‘These places have their own laws, which are automatically [regulated]. Those indicators, if 
you bring foolishness, they will hit you! [...] It means that naturally these places have their 
own protection, it is strong enough that it does not need the Government or a single individual 
[to implement those regulations])“.  
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For these reason, Mr. Auni Abdallah Mshana also confirmed that there is no need for official 
regulations, or recognition of the sacred forests.  
 
5.3.4 Just Let the Forest Be 
The practices of Pare customs and traditions that have been discussed until now delineate also the 
management of sacred forests. People, mostly men, enter the mshitu once a year for their initiation rite, 
while they enter the mbungi only if they receive those indicators from the realm of the customs and 
traditions, related to the spirit world. That can be every three, five or more years, thus not frequently. 
Caretakers and elders, or members of the clan or lineage also enter the sacred forests if a damage 
(illegal logging) has been reported and there is a need to assess the extent of the loss. It follows that 
they do not enter the sacred forests for any other reason, this is to say that they do not replant trees or 
actively engage in modifying the groves in any way. On the contrary, it is strictly prohibited in both 
the mshitu and the mbungi to cut trees, collect deadwood or carry out any other activity inside such 
forests. Exceptionally, even if resource exploitation is not allowed, ritual performances are made so as 
to remove plant parts for medicinal purposes (Msuya and Kidegesho 2009). Trees are used for 
charcoal exclusively when the rituals take place inside the forests.  
These prohibitions are not official nor written down in any legal statement, and the reason for 
that has been previously elucidated when referring to the natural and self-defense mechanism of the 
forests. However, many inputs from the conservation agenda nowadays are directed towards making 
these regulations nationally recognized, so as to implement conservation mechanisms following a 
standard bureaucratic procedure. Yet, people do not actively engage with the sacred forests to modify 
its biodiversity. The only mechanisms of preserving or managing the forests consist in natural self-
defense mechanisms, customary punishments, local cooperation and, to a lesser extent, local 
Government by-laws.  
 
5.3.5 Younger Generations and Their Lack of Interest on Sacred Forest: Local Concerns  
The perceptions of the people in Mghamba and surrounding areas about sacred forests are directly 
linked to their concepts of customs and traditions which include concepts of social, cultural, religious, 
political and ecological aspects. However, social changes like the introduction of Islam and Christian 
faiths and formal education (elimu wa kawaida) are said to have weakened such customs and 
traditions. Yet, many acknowledge the fact that they are not completely vanished and still persist in the 
daily life and background of people’s life. While some families continue bringing their boys and girls 
to initiation ceremonies or worshipping their ancestors’ spirits, the majority has almost completely left 
that path and do not transmit their sacred forests related knowledge and practices to the next 
generations. As a result there is a big generational divide, whereby the youth only know that they are 
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not allowed to enter some groves, with no further explanation. This view is confirmed by many in 
North Pare, a citation of Mr. Auni Abdallah Mshana explains better:  
‘One thing that I see and that brings and will continue to bring damages, [is that] our children 
do not want to be investigative like you have been asking here. It is possible that I tell you 
[about sacred forests-related knowledge] but my children would not ask me, because they stick 
to their books, I mean to the things of the contemporary world’. 
During the interview at the MNRT this point also came up whereby it was emphasized that a very big 
challenge to the conservation of customs and traditions is poverty. In other words, if people do not 
have food today on their table nor money to pay the school fees, it is more difficult to put resource 
conservation at the first place in a hypothetical value scale. On the contrary, people would rather be 
more inclined towards disregarding local moral norms in favor of, for example, cutting down trees 
from sacred groves for timber and thus be able to have cash revenue. In this occasion, it was also 
mentioned that the youth nowadays want tangible things, ‘they do not believe in the stories of their 
babus (kind of English version of the Swahili word for grandfathers)’.  
 It has also been pointed out that since independence, with the introduction of the modern state 
and therefore a national Government and administration, rituals aimed at protecting the own kingdom 
against foreign rivals became useless. To put things differently, the security mechanisms enacted and 
reproduced through specific ritual performances inside sacred forests are not seen as necessary for the 
survival of the community anymore. As a result, people do not see any advantage in investigating 
about rituals that do not have any direct impact on their lives. The new generations have thus very 
limited information on the customs and traditions’ practices and logic related to sacred forests and, as 
times goes by, those who still keep those mila na desturi alive, not only have been also affected by 
Islam and Christian faiths and formal education, but are also dying. So, the biggest concern is that 
children are most probably not going to receive any report about sacred forests and all the related 
knowledge, practices, management and ownership standards could go lost.  
The big disconnect between young people and wazee, is due not only to a lack of interest. The 
circumstances needed to acquire formal education lead in fact young generations to move to other 
parts of the country, especially bigger cities. Consequently, the ‘learning by doing’ process is 
interrupted at an early age. Many leave to find a job or a ‘better life’ after finishing secondary 
education and the majority does not come back to Mghamba or surroundings villages	   to live there 
permanently.  
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CHAPTER 6. AFTERTHOUGHT AND CONCLUSION(S) 
In the past mshitu and mbungi forests served as political institutions, defined the boundaries of the 
group, represented legitimacy of tenure and provided a place for the reproduction of the kinship values, 
norms and patterns that assured favorable material and social conditions of existence. Nowadays, 
mshitu forests have lost their political relevance, due to the fact that since colonialism, and  most of all 
since independence, this political role of sacred forests has been replaced by national and other 
administrative institutions. Also, post-independence policies and the world market, as well as 
demographic factors, have caused major challenges that led Pare communities to care more about 
having a meal every day, by harvesting their fields, rather than preserving sacred forests that occupy 
the place where those fields could be planted. In addition, with the introduction of Christianity and 
Islam in North Pare sacred forests have partially lost their religious importance, as believers recognize 
that forests are not the places where (the only true) God can be worshipped. Modern education, on top 
of that, reinforces the idea that only (Western) science gives tangible explanations about the world and 
environmental phenomena, while the stories of the babus about mshitu and mbungi are not consiered 
to have any credible or reasonable foundation. However, despite all these changes and despite the fact 
that the forests are not included in the national legislation that supervises natural resources 
management and conservation, mshitu and mbungi forests are still a feature of North Pare’s agro-
forestry landscape and mechanisms clearly exist outside the (national, governmental) system, that keep 
the forests intact.  
From the presentation of the data there are several observations that can lead the discussion in 
this study. First, customs and traditions (mila na desturi) is indeed the first reason why people in North 
Pare keep preserving sacred forests. However, the ecosophical analysis of the motivations behind 
sacred forests’ conservation in North Pare has shown that a clear distinction between local ecological 
knowledge and Western modern science does not reflect the local reality and cannot serve as the basic 
assumption upon which the new conservation agenda should be based. The dichotomy 
traditional/modern is indeed an artificial boundary. The so-called traditional elements of Pare 
cosmology are rather in fusion with modern Western scientific knowledge and religions, they exist 
next to each other and are intertwined. The meanings attributed to sacred forests, deriving from the 
‚traditional’ Pare cosmology and which drive current conservation models, have changed and adapted 
to new circumstances. On one hand, this represents the flexibility and evolution of local models, which 
is also the power of fluid, dynamic local communities worldwide. On the other, it emphasizes the 
unsuitable approaches of modern conservation programs, which view sacred forests as static, 
contained, and somehow ‘authentic’ entities.	  Hence, relying on ‘traditional caretakers and customs’ for 
new forest conservation models, despite sounding like a new global approach, shows that these models 
are still based on Western Eurocentric discourses and reproduce false boundaries.  
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Second, the distinction between Christians and Muslims and their different ways of engaging 
with sacred forests is not as clear-cut as the literature suggests. ‘Moderate’ Muslims still actively 
engage with sacred forests and related practices, while strict Muslims and Christians have clearly 
detached themselves from sacred forests and rituals carried out inside the mshitu and mbungi. Yet, 
nobody questions the importance of sacred forests and they keep respecting it despite their religious 
inclination. This is because mila na desturi is in fact a hybrid concept and does not justify the (ab)use 
of the ‘traditional’ element in the modern conservation agenda. It involves notions of respect and fear, 
but also the acknowledgement of the ecological services produced by forests. Respect comes out at 
various levels: towards the Pare mila na desturi, towards the elders who still reproduce (being forest 
leaders and thus chairing initiation rites and sacrifices for the ancestors) those customs and traditions, 
respect for the physical forest as the property of specific clans or lineages, or as places for ancestors-
cult thus related to notions of identity and belonging to that land, respect for the ancestors themselves, 
respect for the rules of sacred forests, but also respect towards the North Pare communities and their 
customs and traditions by the official Government. Misfortune and (supernatural) punishments can be 
inflicted upon whoever disrespects such customs and traditions.  
Nevertheless, respect has never been cited as being directly linked to the forest ‘just because’ 
it is a forest and forests deserve the same respect as human beings do. On the contrary, similar to the 
case of the Naimina Enkiyio forest of the Loita Maasai in Kenya, sacred forests in North Pare are kept 
intact not as a discrete thing, but because of a wider socio-cultural domain (Kronenburg-Garcìa 2015). 
From the data analysis it emerges that mshitu and mbungi forests symbolize the Pare people,	  
Christians and Muslims,	  and by reproducing their mila na desturi through sacred forests, people are 
preserving their Pare community and identity. Thus, by keeping intact the forests, Pare people keep 
intact themselves. Here, intrinsic value is attributed not only to nature, as in many local communities 
worldwide happens and as the concept of an eco-centered African ecosophy suggests, but to the group 
as well. This reflection is fundamental to understand why sacred forests did not disappear. Damaging 
the forest would mean in fact damaging oneself. Thus, this also explains why neither Christians nor 
Muslims question the preservation of sacred forests.  
To conclude, Ritskes (2012) argues that the colonization of local knowledge, of the very 
cultures and grounding of communities themselves, has left development and education in Africa 
devoid of real connections to communities and their natural surroundings and unable to live up to its 
transformational promises. But in North Pare such connections have not disappear. They have been 
weakened, but still persist, sometimes predominantly, sometimes in the background of people’s lives. 
While it is widely accepted that Western development and Eurocentric knowledge have distanced 
people in Africa (but not only) from their sacred knowledge of the land and an environmental ethos 
based on interconnectedness, this study suggests that new ways of linking the community and the 
forest can be a valid alternative to create a new basis for forest conservation. Traditional and modern 
do not need to be reconciled, they already are, so that even the distinction becomes irrelevant. The 
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point is that notions that see the society as constitutive of nature and vice versa should be revitalized, 
refined, reconceptualized and eventually enhanced with scientific data to help in ecological 
preservation.	  	  
This discussion includes significant insights for a number of discourses, most relevantly for 
education models in North Pare. First, education seems in this context the area that could reach the 
majority of the (young, future) population, whose lack of interest and knowledge of sacred forests is 
identified as the main concern regarding forests’ conservation. For this reason, at a practical level, 
teachings must start to include and encourage local forms of knowing that focus specifically on the 
relationship between sacred forests and the community. However, many children or teenagers leave 
the villages specifically for educational purposes (mostly sons or daughters of relatively wealthier 
families). Although during my period(s) spent in Tanzania a trend in which youth (and even adults) do 
return back to the villages, due to unmet goals in bigger urban centers and consequent precarious 
living conditions, has been observed and discussed about (implying that they could concretely employ 
their ecological awareness once back home, eventually), I recognize the challenges of fostering local 
ecological knowledge at the educational level in such circumstances. It is not the scope of this thesis to 
give or debate a detailed curriculum and its implementation, but to stress that in the case of North Pare, 
where children and elders who still store some invaluable local ecological knowledge can cooperate on 
a daily basis, there is potentially a possibility that ecosophical positions evolve towards a more 
harmonizing path. Furlow (cited from Kamanzi 2013: 21) writes:  
‘European-style educational institutions opened and operated alongside the religious 
educational system. These systems were mutually exclusive and in competition with one 
another [...] A product of this dual system of education is a cultural rift between those who are 
more traditionally oriented and those who are more Euro-American oriented’.   
This citation gives us two ideas. First, it acknowledges that indeed education and religion are two of 
the most effective structures that convey in this case modernity, but in general it could be understood 
as being able to convey any type of concept. Second, it can be argued that by shifting away from the 
dichotomy traditional/Western and embracing an encompassing framework that recognizes this 
artificial distinction, these same structures could convey a realistic message and lead to positive results. 
Hopefully this study case from Upare has contributed, albeit in a small percentage, in emphasizing the 
reflection in the academic field on possible and already existing public basis for dramatically needed 
environmental institutional action. 
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